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ABSTRACT
Seeing Our Voices: Using Photovoice with Trauma-affected Black Women College Students
within a PWI to Explore Success and Persistence

Dariane Drake
The number of students reporting or seeking assistance for trauma has steadily risen over time.
Research suggests that between 67% and 84% of students in college will experience a potentially
traumatic event (PTE) in their lifetime. This percentage increases for women and for Black
students. As the number of PTE exposure rises so too does the need to understand how trauma
impacts education, learning, and personal development. Researchers have expressed a growing
concern over the needs of trauma-affected students in recent decades. There is a dearth of
research on the experiences of trauma-affected students and their overall inability to persist in
higher education. However, there is a lack of research on the experiences of successful traumaaffected Black women who have persisted past the second year of college. Employing a
participatory research design, the purpose of this study is to explore and record the experiences
of trauma-affected Black women who have defined themselves as successful at predominantly
white institutions (PWIs) through photovoice. Data analysis from the pilot study illuminated
three essential shared experiences across participants: (a) Black women persist despite numerous
obstacles; (b) being happy and finding one’s sense of purpose is the key to success; and (c)
institutions may not have the people or the resources to adequately support trauma-affected
Black women which forces these students to live on the margins of this community. The second
phase of this study complimented the experiences shared in the pilot study and include four more
essential experiences across the participants: (a) persistence and resilience is complex and
participants need adequate levels of support to succeed; (b) educational success is strongly
impacted by mental health; (c) Black women are simultaneously hypervisible and marginalized
in PWIs; and (d) there are experiences that are completely unique to doctoral students, especially
first generation doctoral students.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction to the Study
“Trauma is not the story of something that happened back then.
It’s the current imprint of that pain, horror, and fear living inside
people.”
- Bessel Van der Kolk, 2014
Trauma, an emotional response to a terrible event (American Psychological Association,
2020), is changing the way people adapt and understand their lives and environment in the 21st
century. Though trauma, violence, and human cruelty are not new concepts, the way we
understand trauma and its impact on everyday life has changed (Douglas et al., 2008). While
trauma impacts people of all ages, college-aged women are particularly vulnerable to trauma
(Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012). The experiences of women are further traumatized by institutional,
political, cultural, and social barriers (Thomas et al., 2009) which can impact all areas of life,
including education, income, and health. In addition to these barriers, Black women, and other
marginalized Women of Color, face racial trauma completely unique from Men of Color or
White women (Thomas et al., 2009). This racial trauma can be further compounded in higher
education, especially in predominantly white institutions (PWIs) that are often places of intense
isolation and dejection for Black women (Robinson et al., 2013; Winkle-Wagoner, 2009).
Because of the intersectional experiences of Black women, understanding their trauma
experiences can be complex and multifaceted (Crenshaw, 1991). Effects of these experiences
can impact every aspect of life, including successful adjustment in college. Thus, to fully
appreciate and acknowledge their success within higher education, Black women need to voice
their own stories and experiences.
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This dissertation examines the experiences of students who identify as successful and
trauma-affected Black1 women2 in the context of higher education. It focuses on first-person
narratives of Black women at a PWI while navigating academic life and the impacts of trauma.
Qualitative research methodology with photovoice will be used to capture the experiences of the
participants. This study offers insights into the intersectional lives of trauma-affected Black
women living and studying within a PWI. These findings are particularly important because
there is a lack of research focused on the success of Black women, while not generalizing all
Black students or Women of Color into one group, who are navigating academic life and the
impacts of trauma. As a result, this study seeks to better understand this student demographic
through photography and journaling.
Introduction to the Problem
College students face an increasing number of daily stressors including a lack of support
networks, increase in personal responsibility, financial disparities, and changes to their
environment. Everyday stress, coupled with the pressure to succeed academically, can cause
anxiety, alcohol and drug abuse, and deterioration of mental health, among many other issues
(Iarovici, 2014; Sargent et al., 2006). Along with everyday stressors, college students have
between a 67% and 84% higher risk of exposure to potentially traumatic events 3 (PTEs)
(Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012; Read et al., 2015). These events could include, but are not limited to,
child abuse, sexual assault, combat-related trauma, natural disasters, serious accidents, death of a

1

Black: the term Black is being used in place of African American to be inclusive of those that do not identify as
African American or who do not trace their lineage to Africa. Black is capitalized to showcase the history,
community, and identity for those who identify within this community.
2
Woman: the term woman is used in place of female because female has biological connotations to it that limit the
definition to only those assigned female at birth as opposed to the term women which includes one’s internal
understanding to which they identify.
3
“An event is considered traumatic if the event results in death or threatened death, actual or threatened physical
injury, or actual or threatened sexual violation.” (Ruglass, 2015).
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loved one, or life-threatening medical illnesses (Ruglass, 2015). Additionally, students are
impacted by trauma occurring throughout the world. The survivors and families of #MeToo and
#BlackLivesMatter experiences, impacts of COVID-19 on students and their families, the loss of
life and home due to natural disasters, mass shootings, and political war permeate university
walls, classrooms, and dorms causing untold emotional havoc (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012; Lee et
al., 2021; Read et al., 2011; Williams et al, 2019).
Response to trauma and its impact on college life manifests differently for everyone.
Responses to PTEs are largely dependent on the type of traumatic event and if a history of
trauma is present. Common responses to these events include anger, replaying the event,
nightmares, numbness, avoiding areas or hobbies related to the trauma, changes in how the
victim sees the world, self-guilt and blame, or PTSD (Gillihan, 2016; Ruglass, 2015). Because
trauma-affected students learn and live differently, their development in college is unique and
complex. Research has shown that students need a sense of belonging and institutional fit to
persist and succeed in institutions. Institutional fit or “embeddedness” assists with “reducing
stress, conflict, and feelings of powerlessness” (Chickering & Reisser, 1993, p. 408; GalatzerLevy, 2012). In addition, students who are emotionally and socially healthy are more likely to
achieve high GPAs, retain in college, and succeed academically overall (Pritchard & Wilson,
2003). Emotional and social immersion within an institution are significant for trauma-affected
students, particularly for Black students at PWIs (Gossett et al., 1996).
Although marginalized racial and ethnic groups make up a significant portion of the
United States’ population, trauma research on their experiences are limited. Furthermore, much
of current research centers around negative academic performance, including academic
adjustment difficulties (Nikulina et al., 2011), lower retention rates (Goodman et al., 2013;
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Duncan, 2000), and negative overall academic performance (Smyth et al., 2010). Existing
research suggests Black women are at a greater risk for PTEs than Black men or White women4,
especially when considering interpersonal violence5 (Lilly & Valdez, 2012) and betrayal trauma6
(Tang & Freyd, 2012). Gender-specific research in relation to Black students and successful
adjustment in college is a relatively new topic. Though limited, published research focused on
the experiences of trauma-affected Black women finds that Black women have greater academic
difficulties and, as a result, are more likely to drop out of college due to trauma exposure than
Black men and their White counterparts (Goodman et al., 2013). Goodman (2013) discovered
that early campus involvement and support within the first year can help Black women retain a
higher first-year GPA, which can be associated with greater retention.
There is a lack of research on the overall resilience7 and success8 of trauma-affected
Black women students, especially at predominantly white institutions (PWIs). Although research
has been conducted on the success of Students of Color, there are gaps to explore regarding the
success of trauma-affected Black women from the student’s point of view. This is especially true
for Black women who have retained past the second year. Additionally, though there is extensive
literature on trauma-affected students, “there has been only minimal research on positive
adaptation among survivors of traumatic stress” (Banyard & Cantor, 2004, p. 208). Much of the
available research discusses maladaptive behavior, such as suicide or depression, as opposed to

4

The scholarship on intersectionality is focused on certain racial and gender experiences. As a result, the
White/Black and man/woman dichotomies are the only constructs included.
5
Interpersonal violence is the intentional use of physical force or power physically, emotionally, or sexually against
a person (Mercy et al., 2017).
6
Betrayal trauma is when a person’s trust or well-being is violated by a person(s) or institution for which a person
depends on for survival (Platt & Freyd, 2015).
7
Resilience is a complex, dynamic, and multidimensional phenomenon whereby individuals are able to bounce back
from adversity, frustration, and misfortune and become stronger while overcoming them (Wosnitza et al., 2018).
8
Success is being defined as academic, social, institutional, and personal-emotional adjustment to college (Crede &
Niehorster, 2011).
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resilience (Banyard & Cantor, 2004). Moreover, there is a lack of reference to institutional
support for trauma-affected Black women. As such, this qualitative study will focus on the
experiences of trauma-affected Black women who are navigating college life on the margins of a
PWI, allowing them to voice their own experiences and guide the research as deemed necessary
for themselves.
Aim of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore and record the experiences of traumaaffected Black women at predominantly white institutions (PWIs) through photovoice.
Participant photography, such as photovoice, is a visual method often used for engaging
marginalized communities to present their view of the world. This can allow research
participants, or co-researchers, to explore and examine their experiences, which can contrast with
the images being disseminated by the mainstream group (Alam et al., 2018).
Research Questions
The following research questions will guide this study:
1. What are the experiences of trauma-affected Black women students navigating academic
life at PWIs?
Sub Questions:
1. How do the students perceive institutional support?
2. How do trauma-affected Black women students define educational success?
To answer these questions, this study will follow students, who identify as Black women,
from a four-year research institution with an over 80% White employee and 75% White student
body (Anonymous Institution – Faculty and Staff, 2020). A combination of photography, focus
group sessions, in-depth individual interviews, and field notes will be utilized during this study.
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To facilitate the understanding of trauma-affected Black women, this dissertation combines four
conceptual and analytic tools: intersectionality, resiliency theory, developmental ecology theory,
and the theory of marginality and mattering.
Conceptual Framework
This qualitative participatory research study is guided by intersectionality, the theory of
marginality and mattering, resiliency theory, and Brofenbrenner’s ecological theory on college
student development. Narrating the voices and experiences of people with less power within the
context of power structures is crucial for intersectionality work (Crotty, 1998). Intersectionality
explores the multiple dimensions of power working with and against the experiences of certain
groups. Marginality and mattering theory embraces the impact intersectionality plays on being
othered9, which impacts success in college (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). Brofenbrenner’s
development ecology theory seeks to explain how and where interactions occur between student
and student development and the collegiate environment. Given the context of positionality and
belonging, intersectionality, marginality and mattering, and resilience are relevant for
understanding the experiences of trauma-affected Black women in a PWI, while the ecology
model is used to understand where these interactions are occurring.
Intersecting power categories, such as race, sex, or class, influence social relations and
impact every day experiences (Hill Collins & Blidge, 2020). Intersectionality describes the
unique and complex phenomenon of intersecting identities acting on one another, which result in
unique experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). Those with multiple oppressed categories, such as Black
women, often experience double discrimination where the “combined effects of practices
discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 149).
9

Process that identifies those that are thought to be different than the mainstream, which can reinforce and
reproduce positions of power and subordination
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These interlocking categories serve to marginalize certain people (Hill Collins, 2000).
People at the intersections, especially those with “double jeopardy” or “triple jeopardy,” are
often isolated and “required to fend for themselves” while their concerns and narratives are
pushed to the margins of society (Carastathis, 2016; Crenshaw, 1989, p. 145). Feelings of
isolation and lack of support are crucial problems which the theory of marginality and mattering
attempts to explore.
The theory of marginality and mattering addresses students’ need to belong within an
institution. Schlossberg (1989) theorized that marginality has to do with students not fitting in
within their institution. While many students have a temporary sense of not belonging while
transitioning to college, marginalized students often have this feeling throughout their college
experience. When students do not feel included with the mainstream groups, they seek support
and connection from others they perceive to be concerned for their well-being and fate
(Schlossberg, 1989). The more marginalized students seek support, the more they will feel they
matter and, as result, experience less marginalization. This can increase a student’s persistence
and success in college (Astin, 1984). However, Students of Color are less likely to seek support
for fear of appearing incompetent to the university or in fear of reinforcing negative stereotypes
(Hamer & Lang, 2015). Therefore, some students may seek support through informal channels,
such as within peer groups, or develop coping strategies to resist the feeling of marginalization
(Gossett et al., 1996; Jones, 2017).
When students develop a sense of belonging within an institution, they are more likely to
persist and succeed (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). However, many Students of Color do not
perform as well as White students within PWIs. Research suggests that the dominant culture and
academic structure and curriculum within PWIs support that of White students, which results in
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alienation and isolation for Students of Color (Allen, 1992). Thus, for some marginalized
students, an inherent resilience empowers them to continue their education despite the
institutional power structures that make them inferior (Evans & Moore, 2015).
Resilience is often used to describe one’s ability to bounce back and recover or thrive
after an adverse situation or event (Ledesma, 2014; Wosnitza & Peixoto, 2018). Resilience is
often paired with thriving: “positive self-esteem, hardiness, strong coping skills, a sense of
coherence, self-efficacy, optimism, strong social resources, adaptability, risk-taking, low fear of
failure, determination, perseverance, and a high tolerance of uncertainty” (Ledesma, 2014, p. 1).
Within education, resiliency has been used to examine how students, faculty, and staff thrive
despite pressure and stressful events or environments (Ledesma, 2014; Winkle-Wagoner, 2009).
In connection with marginalized students, educational resilience is a recurring theme.
“Educational resiliency refers to the ability of students to succeed academically, despite difficult
and challenging life circumstances and risk factors that prevent them from succeeding” (Kim &
Hargrove, 2013, p. 300). Within education, resiliency is used to understand how individuals
adjust or recover through the elimination of risk by practicing or utilizing internal and external
protective factors. These factors are associated with the individual, their family, or the social
environment (Kim & Hargrove, 2013; Olsson, 2013). Research suggests that examining
resilience through qualitative methodologies, especially with an intersectional lens, “allows for a
deep understanding of the internal and external adversity that threatens educational attainment”
among certain student populations (Kim & Hargrove, 2013, p. 306). Additionally, examining
resilience at potential development points, such as entering college, is important “because the
likelihood of either a positive or negative developmental outcome is high” (Jolley, 2017, p. 4).
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Urie Brofenbrenner believed that “development is a function of the interaction of the
person and the environment” (Evans, et al., 2010, p. 160). Individual student development and
behavior are products of what happens between a student and their environment.
Brofennbrenner’s ecology theory provides explanations for how interactions occur between
students and their college environment. The theory explains that human beings do not develop in
isolation, but in connection with family, peers, home, school, community, and the society at
large. The theory looks at how process, person, context, and time (or PPCT) interact together to
enable or prohibit development and success. The process is the interaction between the organism,
or the student, and their environment. This interaction should become more complex over time
while maintaining a system of balanced support so as not to overwhelm the organism
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). The person component of PPCT details the characteristics and
the behaviors of the student that invite or inhibit responses with the environment (Evans, et al.,
2010). Context is the “critical location for interactions (the process) between the individual and
the environment” (Evans, et al., 2010, p. 162). The person is the core of the context with
microsystems 10, mesosystems11, exosystems 12, and macrosystems13 surrounding the individual.
These systems are interconnected and closely impacted by each other. Lastly, time examines the
ways in which changing expectations and events, the continuity or discontinuity of interactions,
and the process of these interactions over a period of time can impact a person’s development.

“A pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relationships experienced by the developing person and a given
face-to-face environment with particular physical, social, and symbolic features that invite, permit, or inhibit
engagement” with the immediate environment (i.e., roommates, friends, families, professors) (Bronfenbrenner,
1993, p. 15).
11
“Comprises linkages and processes taking place between two or more settings containing the developing person”
(i.e., interactions with roommates, teammates, or classmates) (Brofenbrenner, 1993, p. 22).
12
Variables that exert influences on an individual (i.e., federal financial aid policies, immigration and visa policies)
(Evans, et al., 2010).
13
“Consists of the overarching pattern of micro- meso- and exosystems characteristics of a given culture, subculture,
or other extended social structure” (i.e. historical events, cultural expectations) (Bronfenbrenner, 1993, p. 25)
10
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This developmental ecology model has been used with students, especially underrepresented
students to understand their environments, locations where interventions may need to occur to
promote student development and success, and to understand peer or campus culture to improve
campus living and learning environments (Evans et al., 2010).
These four areas, intersectionality, marginality and mattering, resiliency, and
development ecology, come together to build the framework for this study. Intersectionality
investigates how one’s multiple positions impact their experiences, while the use of marginality
and mattering and resiliency theory illuminates how those intersected experiences impact their
success while in college. This will require trauma-affected participants to examine their college
experiences from multiple lenses, which can include lenses outside of their race and gender. We
will then examine how the participants feel marginalized or valued based on those lenses.
Furthermore, it will examine how trauma-affected Black women persist and succeed (exhibit
resiliency) through multiple discriminatory positions and marginalization within their institution.
Through all of this, we will examine how and where critical interactions are occurring between
the collegiate environment and trauma-affected Black women.
Significance of the Study
Much of the research surrounding trauma-affected Black students focuses on the
responses and impact of trauma on student success (Du Bois, 1969, Jones, 2017, Hamer & Lang,
2015, Kinouani, 2020); navigating stereotypes (Goodwin, 2002; Hamer & Lang, 2015); and
establishing mattering and the need for support (Gossett, 1996). There is a lack of scholarly
research around resilient trauma-affected Black women, especially when examining only Black
women and not Women of Color or Black students as one monolithic group. This study seeks to
highlight the stories within this population. This study will work with trauma-affected Black
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women to understand their experiences, expanding the voices and experiences of trauma-affected
Black women within a PWI. Not only are the voices of trauma-affected Black women missing in
existing literature, so too are the intersectional experiences of trauma-affected Black women in
higher education.
Summary
Chapter 1 of this study introduces the purpose of this study and the practice of utilizing
photovoice to examine the experiences of trauma-affected Black women at PWIs. Chapter 2
provides a review of current literature around trauma-affected students, college success, and
marginalized students at PWIs. The methodology of this study is discussed in Chapter 3. A pilot
study was conducted in Fall 2020. The results and findings from this study are discussed in
Chapter 4. Chapter 5 introduces the co-researchers who engaged with the second phase of the
student, while Chapter 6 discusses shared experiences and research findings of the second phase.
The final chapter, Chapter 7, includes a discussion of the second phase of the study and suggests
future directions for studying trauma-affected Black women who are navigating academic life at
PWIs.
Glossary of Terms
1. Marginal: individual or a group of individuals who live on the fringes of mainstream
society and are systematically excluded from full participation within society.
2. Resilience: a complex, dynamic, and multidimensional phenomenon whereby individuals
are able to bounce back from adversity, frustration, and misfortune and become stronger
while overcoming them (Beltman & Mansfield, 2018).
3. Woman: the term woman is used in place of female because female has biological
connotations to it that limit the definition to only those assigned female at birth as
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opposed to the term woman which includes one’s internal understanding to which they
identify.
4. Black: the term Black is being used in place of African American to be inclusive of those
that do not identify as African American or who do not trace their lineage to Africa.
Black is capitalized to showcase the history, community, and identity for those who
identify within this community.
5. Educational success: the term is being defined as academic, social, institutional, and
personal-emotional adjustment to college (Crede & Niehorster, 2011).
6. Potentially trauma events (PTE): “an event is considered traumatic if the event results in
death or threatened death, actual or threatened physical injury, or actual or threatened
sexual violation” (Ruglass, 2015).
7. Trauma: an emotional response to a terrible event (American Psychological Association,
2020).
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review
“If we aren’t intersectional, some of us, the most vulnerable, are
going to fall through the cracks.”
- Kimberle Williams Crenshaw, 2016

Intersectionality
Although originally coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in the 1980s, intersectionality has
been used to understand converging identities for generations. Mary Stewart wrote about
advancing the lives of women while examining the additional layers of the gender, education,
and religion in the 1830s; Sojourner Truth discussed the complex reality of gender and race in
her well-known speech “Ain’t I A Woman” in 1851 (Crenshaw, 1989; Glass, 2005). In 1892,
Anna Julia Cooper wrote about the oppression associated between race, gender, class, and
sexuality (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2020). Other notable examples include Audre Lorde’s Sister
Outsider (1981) and Angela Davis’s Women, Race, and Class (1981).
A History of Intersectionality
Social movements of the 1960s through the 1980s shaped modern understanding of
intersectionality. In the 1960s, Women of Color distinguished themselves from second-wave
feminists due to the lack of representation during women’s movements while Black feminist
organizations were erected to highlight the injustices occurring for Black women in America.
Black feminists used art and politics to address social inequalities and argued “the oppression
they faced could not be solved by race-only, or class-only, or gender-only, or sexuality-only
frameworks” (Hill Collins & Blige, 2020, p. 74). Frances Beal (1969) used the construct of
double jeopardy to showcase the intersectionality of race and sex in “dirty work of domestic and
agricultural labor that black women have been forced to do because of their location within the
social relations of race, gender, and class” (Hill Collins & Blige, 2020, p. 76). Crenshaw (1989)
went on to use this concept in her seminal work “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and
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Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist
Politics” to discuss the “double discrimination” that Black women face, which White women and
Black men do not experience (p. 149).
Movements in the 1970s and 1980s engendered uses of intersectionality today. In 1979,
Beverly Lindsay added economic status to Beal’s conception of intersectionality. Lindsay
described experiences as a form of “triple jeopardy” - the interaction of sexism, racism, and
economic depression (Hill Collins & Blidge, 2020, p. 86; Lindsay, 1979). In addition, Lindsay
introduced the necessity of collaboration amongst Women of Color to advance activism and
intellectual work for all Women of Color groups (Lindsay, 1979). Numerous writers from the
Coombahee River Collection (CRC) also used terms such as “interlocking systems of
oppression” or “simultaneous” to understand intersectionality, albeit without the term
intersectional, years before intersectionality was coined (1979, as cited in Hill Collins & Bilge,
2020, p. 79). This work came together to build the contemporary framework of intersectionality
research.
Crenshaw’s Influence on Contemporary Understandings of Intersectionality. Today,
intersectionality attempts to describe the phenomenon of multiple identities acting on each other,
or intersecting, which results in unique experiences, especially for those with multiple oppressed
identities (Crenshaw, 1989). Hill Collins and Bilge described intersectionality:
In a given society at a given time, power relations of race, class, and gender, for example,
are not discrete and mutually exclusive entities, but rather build on each other and work
together; and that, while often invisible, these intersecting power relations affect all
aspects of the social world. (2020, p. 2)
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Intersectionality examines how these intersecting identities interact and often exclude Black
women from the policies that impact “sex- or class-privileged Blacks” and “race or classprivileged women” (Crenshaw, 1989).
Crenshaw argued that society’s focus on the privileged members of society marginalizes
those that are “multiply-burdened” (1989, p. 140). Black women experience discrimination that
is both similar and different than White women and Black men. Their experiences are further
compounded by double discrimination, which accounts for discrimination on the basis of both
race and sex. As a result, the voices of Black women are often marginalized and silenced or
absorbed into the collective stories of either privileged women or Blacks. By marginalizing these
voices, policies and theories are made that do not accurately reflect the experiences of Black
women (Crenshaw, 1989).
Crenshaw’s work highlighted the intersection of race and sexuality on violence against
Women of Color. Crenshaw argues that the experiences of battered Black women are
multidimensional and complex. Black women experience sexual and gender oppression from
men and racial, political, and structural oppression within the justice system, which discourages
Black women from contacting the police. This work addresses how race and gender intersect
with structural, political, and representational aspects of social life that are unique to Black
women (Crenshaw, 1991).
Hill Collins (2000) expanded on Crenshaw’s work by looking at how intersectionality
impacts social inequality, privilege, and oppression. Hill Collins argues that because multiple
identities intersect, so too can multiple oppressions work against those identities. As such, policy
makers and academics should not examine oppression from a single layer. Instead, identity
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oppression, intersecting power relations, social inequality, and social justice should be examined
simultaneously on multiple layers (Hill Collins, 2000; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2020).
In sum, intersectionality highlights the ways in which Black women face double
discrimination because of their race and gender positions within society. This discrimination is
“greater than the sum of racism and sexism, and any analysis that does not take intersectionality
into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are
subordinated” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140). This subordination places Black women at the bottom
of society’s hierarchy, with White men at the top followed by White women and then Black men
(Harris, 1997; King, 1989)14. This double discrimination continues to be documented in recent
economic (Kim, 2020), legal (Bell & Lynch, 2016), medical (Dale & Safren, 2020), and
educational research (Green et al., 2018).
It is imperative to examine trauma and the potentially traumatic experiences of Black
women with an intersectional lens to adequately understand their experiences. This will be
discussed below by reviewing trauma experienced by women, Black individuals, and then Black
women separately.
Trauma
Trauma, a Greek word meaning “wound,” and potentially traumatic events (PTEs) are
unavoidable aspects of human life. These events are powerful and often life threatening or pose
a significant threat to an individual. In 2013, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-VI) was developed from over a decade of mental health research.
The DSM-VI states that an event is considered traumatic if it “results in death or threatened
death, actual or threatened physical injury, or actual or threatened sexual violation” (Ruglass,

14

This scholarship on intersectionality is focused on certain racial and gender experiences. As a result, the
White/Black and men/women dichotomies are the only constructions included.
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2015, p. 5). This event can be personally experienced or witnessed or experienced by a close
friend or family member. Common types of traumatic events include, but are not limited to,
child maltreatment; intimate partner violence or domestic violence; rape or sexual violence;
military sexual trauma; sex trafficking; combat-related trauma; civilian war trauma and
exposure; human-made, technological, or natural disasters; death of a friend or loved one;
serious accidents; and life-threatening medical illness (Ruglass, 2015).
The prevalence of PTEs is high. Research on the prevalence of PTEs can be contradictory
due to variations in the definition of PTE and geographic location. However, many reports state
that most people in the world experience at least one PTE throughout their lifetime (Knipscheer
et al., 2020). Benjet et al. (2016), for example, found that 70% of their respondents have
experienced at least one PTE during their lifetime; more than 30% reported exposure to four or
more PTEs. Benjet et al. surveyed over 60,000 participants to analyze 29 different PTE types in
24 countries. An older study conducted on over 2,000 participants based in a largely urban area
in Detroit found 89% of adults with reported exposure to at least one PTE in their lifetime
(Kubany et al., 2006).
The nature of PTEs suggests that these events impact individuals differently. Although
many people cope with traumatic events well, without any long-term negative impacts (Lalande
& Bonanno, 2011), some individuals do not. Because trauma survivors are unlikely to forget
their event or the emotions and memories that are associated with that event (McNally, 2005),
responses and impact of PTEs are unique, complex, and can last for a lifetime (Ruglass, 2015).
Outside of immediate physical injury that can often occur from traumatic events, trauma
survivors often report more life-long chronic pain or disease, utilize more health care services, or
are hospitalized and undergo surgery more than non-traumatized individuals throughout their
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lifetime (Kendall-Tackett et al., 2009). In addition to medical problems, negative cognitive,
social, and emotional issues are common in trauma survivors. These can include negative selfesteem, shame, or value (Dickerson et al., 2004); inability to form or maintain healthy
relationships resulting in loneliness (van der Velden et al., 2018), homelessness (Ferguson,
2009), or depression (Ruglass, 2015). Trauma survivors are more likely to engage in high-risk
behaviors, such as substance abuse and sexual activity (Messman-Moore et al., 2008).
Furthermore, some traumatic events can cause depression, anxiety disorders, post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) (Knipscheer et al., 2020), or suicidal ideations (Stein et al., 2010).
Intersectionality and Trauma
Because Black women face multiple layers of oppression, trauma experiences must be
viewed through an intersectional lens. The traumatic experiences of women, Blacks, and Black
women must be examined to adequately understand their experiences.
Trauma and women. Women are more likely to experience potentially traumatic events
than men (Knipscheer et al., 2020). Although men are more likely to experience a range or
variety of PTEs, women are more likely to experience intrusively violent events, such as sexual
violence (Tolin & Foa, 2006). Approximately 43% of American women experience some form
of sexual violence during their lifetime, with over 20% experiencing completed or attempted
rape (Smith et al., 2018). Additionally, sexual violence is considered one of the highest risk
factors for developing severe trauma responses, such as PTSD (Ruglass, 2015). Thus, the
symptoms women experience following a traumatic event can be serious and last a lifetime.
While responses to PTEs are complex and unique, there is significant research to detail
the experiences of women trauma survivors. Following PTEs, women are more likely to
experience reminder distress, negative self-esteem or helplessness, concentration difficulties,
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hyper vigilance, avoidance, anxiety and panic disorders, dissociation, and re-experience
symptoms for longer periods of time (Cougle et al., 2009; Hu et al., 2017; King et al., 2013;
Knipscheer et al., 2020; Ruglass, 2015).
Some research suggests women have more severe experiences to trauma than men
because of biological or psychological vulnerabilities (Ruglass, 2015). Women are more likely to
see sources of threats than men and develop phobias to those threats. These cognitive reactions
can result in feelings of vulnerability and less control over their lives. At the same time, women
are victims of sexual assault more than men. Sexual assault is likely to occur earlier in life and
continuously throughout one’s lifetime. This can compound the phobias and anxieties that
women already experience (Ruglass, 2015; Tolin & Foa, 2006). Consequently, women
experience more cumulative life stress, which makes coping with PTEs and PTSD more difficult
(Valentine et al., 2019).
Kinpscheer et al. (2020) cites emotional processing theory (EPT) as an explanation for
why women are more strongly impacted by PTEs than men. EPT implies that trauma survivors
develop two dysfunctional reactions to a traumatic event: first is the belief that the world is too
dangerous; second is the belief by the trauma survivor that she is incompetent and unable to
handle the stress of the event or should have prevented the event (Rauch & Foa, 2006). This
theory suggests that women create “different trauma memory records” and are “more likely to
blame themselves for the trauma and view the world as more dangerous than male trauma
victims” (Van Zlest et al., 2003). Due to severe emotional responses that can occur following a
PTE, women who do not receive psychosocial intervention may develop life-long pathological
fear structures to people, places, or things that remind them of the traumatic event (Rauch & Foa,
2006).
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Trauma and Black people. Underrepresented racial and ethnic groups are no strangers to
trauma. In fact, trauma and violence are highly concentrated in poor urban neighborhoods,
where underrepresented and poverty-stricken populations tend to live and work (Peterson &
Krivo, 2009). Moreover, marginalized racial and ethnic groups from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds are more likely to experience more severe violence due to their environment
(Ruglass, 2015). Because of their positions in society, underrepresented racial and ethnic groups
are further traumatized by individual, institutional, and cultural racism 15 (Carter, 2007).
Black and/or African American populations have worked against the physical, emotional,
and psychological impacts of White supremacy for hundreds of years. However, with the
advancements of technology, including social media, the attention of racist ideologies in society
has increased in recent years (Bonilla & Rosa, 2015). The murders of Emmett Till, Trayvon
Martin, Eric Garner, Mike Brown, Tamir Rice, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and countless
others have showcased racist foundations in the justice system and within our social world.
These acts, and resulting protests, have been met by a surge of collective unrest in the Black
community and other underrepresented communities. This unrest “embodies the assertion of
marginalized individuals of their belonging and right to equitable treatment” (Jones, 2017, p. 67).
Consequently, racial mistreatment significantly impacts exposure and responses to trauma.
Trauma research on marginalized racial and ethnic groups experiences are limited.
However, there is research on the exposure of racial discrimination and trauma. For some
individuals, race-related stressors may induce one trigger event that rises to the level of trauma.
This is called discrete exposure and has a lasting impact on an individual. Some individuals
experience subtle and prolonged stress, while others experience insidious exposure, which is

15

Organized system that categorizes populations into groups to preferentially allocate societal goods and resources
(Williams & Mohammed, 2008).
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chronic and pervasive. These chronic stressors may create a “last straw encounter or experience
that increases the level of stress to the threshold of trauma” (Carter, 2007, p. 84).
Exposure to racial incidents can be traumatic. Cumulative racial trauma “can result in
psychological affliction, behavioral exhaustion and physiological distress” (Comas-Diaz &
Jacobsen, 2001; Carter 2007, p. 85). The physical health of racial trauma survivors can be
further deteriorated by hostile racial environments, which “can lead to wear and tear on the body
that can dysregulate multiple biological systems” (Williams & Mohammed, 2008, p. 21). As
such, chronic lifelong illness and premature death are common within the Black community
(Williams & Mohammed, 2008). Studies also link race-related trauma with higher levels of
stress, PTSD, and negative emotional reactions (Ruglass, 2015). Furthermore, because of
America’s “devaluing of Black bodies” and voices, studies have shown that self-doubt, selfdisparagement, and lowered self-esteem are inevitable within the Black community (Du Bois,
1969; Jones, 2017, p. 67). Studies also suggest that Black people, along with most marginalized
racial and ethnic groups, are less likely to seek mental health or supportive services following
trauma, which can elongate or worsen post trauma recovery (Roberts et al., 2011; Ruglass,
2015).
Trauma and Black women. Black women experience more chronic stress than Black
men or White women due to racial trauma, which can lead to lifelong mental, physical, and
psychological impacts. These impacts eventually lead to allostatic load 16. Black women report
higher allostatic loads than Black men and any other racial or ethnic group. Some research
suggests Black women experience higher allostatic load because “racial and gender inequalities
interact to make avoiding high-risk exposure exceedingly more difficult” (Thomas et al., 2019, p.

16

Multisystem physiologic dysregulation due to chronic adaption to stress (Thayer et al., 2018)
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2). This illustrates how important intersectionality is to understand the experiences and reactions
of trauma-affected Black women.
Lifelong racial discrimination and allostatic load can lead to more severe reactions and
higher exposure to PTEs. There is a direct correlation between PTSD from trauma and higher
allostatic load (Thayer et al., 2018). Moreover, Black women have higher odds of developing
lifetime PTSD following a PTE than men and White or Latina women (Valentine et al., 2018).
Women who report early-life trauma, such as adverse childhood events, or exposure to multiple
PTEs are more likely to develop PTSD and report higher allostatic load (Guidi et al., 2021).
Trauma exposure and higher allostatic load lead to numerous chronic diseases or even mortality
(Thayer et al., 2018).
Likewise, Black women are exposed to PTE differently than other groups. Studies
suggest that Black women may have higher exposure to certain types of PTEs. To illustrate,
Black women are more susceptible to intimate partner violence (IPV), which can include
physical, sexual, or psychological abuse, than White women. Common reactions to IPV for
Black women include depression, PTSD, adverse mental health outcomes (Sabri et al., 2013),
and death. In fact, Black women are not only more likely to be victims of IPV but are also more
likely to die at the hands of their abusers than White women (Black et al., 2011).
Black women are five times more likely to experience childhood abuse than White
women (Cunradi et al., 2002). Childhood abuse of Black women often comes from higher
exposure to IPV between their parents or cohabitating couple they were raised by. This increased
violence was positively linked with male alcohol-related problems and perpetuation of childhood
violence (Cunradi et al., 2002). Moreover, young Black women tend to engage in sexual activity
sooner than White women, especially in homes with high IPV (Cavazos-Rehg et al., 2009). Over
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70% of Black women with reported early sexual initiation engaged in sexual activity because
they were pressured or forced by “non-partners (81%), who were at least three years older than
them (74%), and among more than a third used alcohol and/or drugs during the sexual
encounter” (Tsuyuki et al., 2019, p. 5). As a result of increased historical trauma, Black women
may experience more complex trauma recovery and response (Ruglass, 2015).
In addition to IPV and childhood abuse, one of the largest PTEs experienced by Black
women is sexual violence, similar to women of all races and ethnicities. Studies suggest that 4060% of all Black women are subjected to coercive sexual abuse by age 18 (Black Women’s
Blueprint, 2012); Black women and girls aged 12 and older experience higher rates of rape than
White, Asian, and Latina girls and women in the U.S. (U.S. DOJ Bureau, 2013); and 40% of all
confirmed sex traffic survivors in the U.S. are Black (Banks & Kyckelhahn, 2011). This
prevalence of sexual abuse against Black women is due to the double jeopardy of racism and
sexism inherit in the United States.
The historical legacy of sexual abuse against Black women is important and unlike the
experience of sexually abused women from other racial groups. “The United States’ legacy of
slavery and the unabated commodification of African bodies that ensued have invariably
influenced the experience of sexual violence perpetrated against African American women”
(Bryant-Davis et al., 2013, p. 2). Black women were often legally raped and beaten by their slave
owners due to slave laws. Following slavery, Black women working as maids were often
sexually assaulted and harassed by the man of the house where they worked (Neville & Pugh,
1997) and by White supremacist groups, such as the Ku Klux Klan (West & Johnson, 2013). In
addition to these historical practices, Black women were not considered victims in rape laws for
generations, which allowed White and Black men to sexualize and demean them without
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receiving punishment (West & Johnson, 2013). This has led to the silencing and disbelief of
Black women as sexual assault victims. Additionally, the perpetuation of stereotypical images,
such as Black women being jezebels, promiscuous, or exotic have encouraged the belief that
Black women are unrapeable or warrant victimization because of their behavior (Bryant-Davis et
al., 2013; Women of Color, 2014). Furthermore, the Strong Black Woman stereotype perpetuates
the idea that Black women do not need to seek help following trauma (Romero, 2000).
Furthermore, Black feminist literature suggests that history and the social and political
environment create dangerous, intersectional experiences in academia that is completely unique
to Black women. Black students in higher education, but especially Black women, are largely
absent as research participants and as researchers in academia. Their research and experiences
are pushed to the margins, and not entirely visible, within literature. However, at the same time,
Black women are hypervisible in certain spaces. For example, Black women are often scapegoats
in policy reform or hypervisible when it comes to their bodies or sexuality. Along with the
jezebel image bestowed upon Black women, the “Mammy” and “Angry Black women” are
images consistently shown in media and society. The Mammy image ensures Black women are
seen as inferior, non-threatening, and almost inhuman. The Mammy is the scapegoat and willing
to do everything for everyone else. The “Angry Black Women” shows Black women as
unintelligent, emasculating, loud, aggressive, and labeled as troublemakers. This results in Black
women existing in a steady “state of systemic invisibility or problematic visibility” (Mowatt et
al., 2013, p. 648). Both conditions which allow Black women to be simultaneously
disadvantaged and silenced.
Trauma and women college students. Women college students have a high exposure to
severe personal traumas such as sexual assault and intimate partner violence. In fact, research
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suggests that college age women who are attending college are more likely to be sexually
violated than college age women who are not attending college, with many women experiencing
revictimization (Fisher et al., 2000). Approximately 20-25%, or about 1 in 5, of all college-aged
women in the United States have experienced completed or attempted rape during their lifetime,
compared to 1 in 71 men who will be raped during their lifetime (Fisher et al., 2000). Aside from
completed or attempted rape, college women are exposed to sexual abuse at alarming rates in
college. Approximately 55% of college women participants reported being “fondled, kissed, or
rubbed up against the private areas of their bodies or removed some of their clothes without their
consent” (Sutherland et al., 2014, p. 155). Furthermore, college age women are less likely to seek
comprehensive care, such as contacting the legal system or rape crisis center, seeking medical or
mental health assistance, or a religious community, following a sexual assault (Campbell et al.,
2001). Research cites a plethora of reasons for not seeking help, including being blamed, having
their identity becoming public, fear of others finding out, or fear of reprisal (Fisher et al., 2000;
Munro, 2014).
In addition to sexual violence, college women and college-age women have higher
exposure to multiple types of PTEs. About 80-85% of college women who have experienced one
trauma reported having at least one other traumatic event during their lifetime (Green et al.,
2005). Other PTE types reported in this study include traumatic loss, childhood abuse, physical
assault that led to significant inquiry, and physical assault with a lethal weapon (Green et al.,
2005). Due to higher exposure, and often repeated exposure, to different PTEs, responses to
these events can be extreme.
Although not every college woman reacts severely to a traumatic event, many react
strongly, often by engaging in risky behaviors following a PTE. Trauma-affected college women
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reported engaging with more sexual partners over their lifetime, increased pregnancy and
abortion rates, and were more likely to contract a sexually transmitted disease than non-traumaaffected college women during their lifetime (Green et al., 2005). Additionally, trauma-affected
college women report post-trauma symptoms including increased fear and anxiety, depression or
PTSD, suicidal ideations, increased substance abuse issues, impulsivity, and lowered self-esteem
(Messman-Moore et al., 2008; Moore et al., 2017).
Experiencing trauma in the 21 st century is almost unavoidable, especially for Black
women in college. Underrepresented racial and ethnic groups experience repeated trauma, which
can significantly impact emotional, physical, behavioral, and psychological health (Carter, 2007;
Jones, 2017; Ruglass, 2015; Williams & Mohammed, 2008). The historical exploitation and
commodification of African American bodies have led to generational trauma and allostatic load
that has detrimentally impacted the Black community. This is especially true for Black women
whose intersectionality of gender and race place them in a uniquely discriminatory position that
exacerbates trauma exposure (Bryant-Davis et al., 2013; Thomas et al., 2019). To further
compound trauma exposure, women have a high probability of experiencing at least one
traumatic event during college (Green et al., 2005; Sutherland et al., 2014). Because of the higher
exposure to PTEs, Black women and college women’s responses and impact of trauma can be
detrimental to their life (Messman-Moore et al., 2008; Moore et al., 2017; Sabri et al., 2013;
Thayer et al., 2018). Thus, intersecting gender, race, and campus life is important for studying
how Black women college students navigate trauma exposure. This study will examine this
intersection and discuss the experiences of this population with and for this population.
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Because the prevalence and severity of trauma on women, Black women, and college
women are so prominent, the adjustment of these groups can be significantly impacted during
college. The adjustment of these populations within higher education will be discussed next.
College Adjustment
“At the very outset, persistence in college requires individuals to adjust … to the new and
sometimes quite strange world of the college” (Tinto, 1993, p. 45). Some form of adjustment is
required for all students entering higher education. This adjustment is an individualistic
experience that is multifaceted and multidimensional. However, scholars have agreed that
successful adjustment includes academic adjustment, social adjustment, personal-emotional
adjustment, and institutional attachment (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Crede & Niehorster, 2011).
Crede and Niehorster (2011) summarize these categories:
Academic adjustment, argued Baker and Siryk, reflects the degree to which students have
adapted to their academic demands as reflected in their attitudes towards their course of
study, their engagement with material, and the adequacy of their studying and academic
efforts. Social adjustment reflects the degree to which students have integrated
themselves into the social structures of university residencies and the broader university,
are taking part in campus activities, meeting new people and making friends, as opposed
to experiencing difficulties with loneliness or missing of family. Personal–emotional
adjustment reflects the degree to which students are experiencing stress, anxiety, and/or
physical reactions (e.g., sleeplessness) to the demands of the college environment.
Finally, institutional attachment refers specifically to the degree to which students
identify with and have become emotionally attached to the university community (p.
135).
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Scholars cite numerous variables as influencers for college adjustment including demographic
characteristics, prior achievement, experiences at college, personal characteristics and traits, and
social support (Crede & Niehorster, 2011). These variables, along with academic, social,
personal-emotional, and institutional adjustment will be explored further below.
Academic Adjustment
Academic adjustment is heavily influenced by academic success. Academic success is an
ambiguous term that has taken on many different forms within higher education. Academic
success can constitute anything from degree attainment to moral development. The term is
ambiguous because of the many different meanings associated with it and the many ways of
measuring it across colleges and universities. For example, scholars Yen & Liu (2006) measured
student success solely on final course grades while Kuh et al. (2006) used a variety of measures,
including: “academic achievement, engagement in educationally purposeful activities,
satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and competencies, persistence, attainment
of educational outcomes, and post-college performance (York et al., 2015, p. 4). York et al.
(2015) further refined Kuh et al.’s model by utilizing Astin’s Inputs-Environments-Outputs (I-EO) model (1991). York et al. (2015) defined academic success as “academic achievement,
attainment of learning objectives, acquisition of desired skills and competencies, satisfaction,
persistence, and post-college performance” (p. 5). See Figure 1 for a visual representation of
their model and measurement tools.
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Figure 1
York, Gibson, & Rankin (2015) Operationalized Model of Academic Success

Although this model was built using definitions operationalized by multiple different
scholars, there are limitations to this model. This model does not include the voices of students
(York et al., 2015). This is a limitation because the experiences students navigate while in
college are vital to their success within college. Thus, it is important to discuss literature
highlighting academic success from qualitative metrics, such as academic thriving,
determination, and resilience to fully understand academic success outside of outcome based
quantitative metrics.
Academic success is impacted by academic thriving, determination, and resilience.
Students who are thriving are psychologically engaged with their learning, not just attending
class or earning a high GPA. Academically determined students invest their time to learning
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even while juggling other responsibilities and life commitments. These students are selfmotivated to do well. Academically determined students have goals and self-resiliency that push
them towards their academic goals (Schreiner, 2010). Self-determination influences autonomous
self-motivation, which in turn increases academic performance. Additionally, resilient students
have the ability to cope with academic stressors and convert these stressors into opportunities for
learning and development (Paul et al., 2015).
Although academic adjustment is important to persistence, research suggests that other
forms of adjustment are equally, if not more important than academic adjustment. Tinto, who is
often cited as a major pioneer in college student retention research, emphasizes social integration
and institutional commitment, along with academic integration in student persistence (Crede &
Niehorster, 2011). Tinto (1993) argues that most voluntary departures in college result from
issues of social integration.
Social Adjustment
Social adjustment can be complex and multidimensional, as well. Social adjustment,
which is often highly correlated with institutional adjustment, is an individual’s ability to
integrate into the institution’s social environment, positively navigate the social freedoms of
college, and the ability to develop social networks (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994). Social
adjustment “serves as one of the most critical activities emerging adults undertake that predicts
success in college and beyond” (Gray et al., 2013, p. 194). Establishing social networks that
support students, called social support, is critical (Galatzer-Levy, 2012; Gray et al., 2013; Wilcox
et al., 2005).
Social support networks can be both informal or formal, as well as internal and external
to the institution (Baker & Siryk, 1984; Crede & Neihorster, 2011). Because social network
building for students transitioning to college can be stressful, institutions offer formal activities
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and exercises to encourage social integration (Galatzer-Levy, 2012). These activities may
include first year orientation programs, living and learning communities, peer mentor programs,
or campus identity centers (Seon et al., 2019). However, research suggests that informal support
networks may be more beneficial to student adjustment and persistence (Galatzer-Levy, 2012).
Research suggests that informal social support offer non-directive support, feedback, and
guidance (Barrera et al., 1981); support for coping with stress (Seon et al., 2019); overall
persistence (Gray et al., 2013); and assist with emotional adjustment following PTEs (GalatzerLevy, 2013). Informal social networks may come from multiple sources including family,
friends, instructors, or classmates (Seon et al., 2019). Astin (1993) argues that informal
relationships with peers is the single most important factor for persistence. Furthermore, building
connections can deepen the relationship a student has with the institution itself (Astin, 1993).
Institutional Adjustment
Institutional adjustment describes the student’s satisfaction or integration with the
institution, their personal satisfaction while at the institution, and a student’s commitment to
obtaining a degree at the institution (Baker & Siryk, 1984). Dissatisfaction with the institutional
or lack of institutional attachment can occur from a lack of institutional fit. “Incongruence, or
what is often referred to as lack of institutional fit, refers to that state where individuals perceive
themselves as being substantially at odds with the institution … the mismatch or lack of fit
between the needs, interests, and preferences of the individual and those of the institution”
(Tinto, 1993, p. 50). The needs, interests, and preferences of the institution can be relayed by an
individual, a group, policy, social norms and behaviors, or as a reflection of the overall
institutional climate (Tinto, 1993).
Extensive research has been conducted on students’ perception of the campus climate and
its impact on institutional adjustment and persistence (Oseguera et al., 2018; Worthington, et al.,
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2018). Negative climate perceptions have been linked with an overall lack of engagement in the
classroom (Salter & Persaud, 2003); negative impacts to psychological health (Cress & Ikeda,
2003); and negative academic success, institutional commitment, and persistence, especially for
marginalized populations (Cabrera et al., 1999; Chickering & Reisser, 1993). As stated by
Osequerra et al. (2018), “historically advantaged groups such as White people, men, and
heterosexual people express more positive views of the campus climate while historically
disadvantaged groups perceive the campus climate more negatively” (p. 121). Negative campus
climate perceptions can have a significant impact on the personal-emotional health of students
(Cress & Ikeda, 2003; Koo, 2021).
Personal-Emotional Adjustment
Personal-emotional adjustment is the physical and psychological challenges that arise
from entering a new environment (Baker & Siryk, 1984). “Personal or emotional problems …
may be manifested as global psychological distress, somatic distress, anxiety, low self-esteem, or
depression” (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994, p. 281). Moreover, personal-emotional adjustment
includes a student’s ability to adapt and grow their autonomy and responsibilities, as well as
developing and maintaining healthy relationships with others (Gravini Donado et al., 2021).
Transitioning to college may be a time of intense identity development and inner turmoil
(Chickering & Reisser, 1993). If the stress of college adjustment and transition is poorly
controlled, depression, anxiety, or substance abuse can ensue (Raposa et al., 2016). This requires
students to develop coping mechanisms to help manage stress. Successful coping can come in a
variety of forms, including social support (Feld & Shusterman, 2015), religious or spirituality
coping (Stoltzfus & Farkas, 2012), or physical activity (Cairney et al., 2014). Because stress
intensity and duration are different for everyone, each individual student must find the coping
management skills and behaviors that work for them.
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Intersectionality and Successful Adjustment
Because trauma-affected Black women face multiple layers of oppression, college
adjustment must be viewed through an intersectional lens. The successful adjustment of women,
Black students, and Black women must be examined to adequately understand their experiences.
In addition, the experiences of trauma-affected students and Black students at PWIs must be
examined to fully understand the scope of this phenomenon.
Successful Adjustment of Women. Although women were unable to access higher
education until the 19th century, by early 2000s women had surpassed men in enrollment,
persistence, and post-doctoral degrees17 (DiPrete & Buchmann, 2013). Additionally, across all
genders and ethnicities, women outperform men in college completion (Buchmann & DiPrete,
2006). Although women are advancing in higher education, these advancements are changing the
landscape of postsecondary education. Women’s educational gains have resulted in the
“feminizing” of higher education, where some “view schools as promoting and rewarding
qualities that are more common among female students than male students” (Quadlin, 2018, p.
1).
A potential barrier to academic success of women college students is imposter
syndrome18. Compared to men, women may experience “family messages, societal messages,
and other sources of gender socializations” which can compound fraudulent feelings and limit
achievements (Gibson-Beverly & Shwartz, 2008, p. 120). Personal-emotional adjustment can be
negatively impacted by students with imposter syndrome because some may develop “anxiety,
low levels of self-esteem, lack of confidence, and a labile self-concept” (Qureshi et al., 2017, p.

17

Note this research conforms to the gender binary, whereby there are only two genders of study, either male or
female.
18
Phenomenon whereby women feel like academic or professional frauds regardless of academic or professional
accomplishments or credentials (Edwards, 2019).
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108). Low feelings of self-confidence may result in some students working harder and longer to
achieve perfection, which can lead to burn out (Parkman, 2016). At the same time, imposter
syndrome may cause some students to underperform for fear of failure (Ramsey & Brown,
2018). Imposter syndrome is particularly prevalent in low socioeconomic students (Jury et al.,
2016); first-generation (Martinez et al., 2009); and racial and ethnic minoritized students
(Parkman, 2016).
A potential barrier to the social and institutional adjustment of women students is the
predominance of male faculty members. Even with the advancements of women in academia,
full-time faculty positions are still predominantly held by men, especially at full professor rank
(Leob, 2006). In fact, approximately 44% of all full-time faculty are women, with less than 10%
identifying as a Women faculty of Color. Women make up less than 30% of all full-time tenured
professors, with White Women at 27% of the total percentage (McFarland, et al., 2017). A
potential consequence of this gender imbalance is the lack of mentors available for women
students. Women students, especially within graduate programs, seek mentors to “increase the
probability of degree completion and career success” (Dua, 2007, p. 595). However, when some
women students are paired with men several issues can occur. One, men faculty may persist
patriarchal research areas and rewards systems that disadvantage women students. Second,
women students may feel isolated from their mentor, which may cause degree completed to take
longer or stop completely. Additionally, research suggests that faculty attitudes and beliefs
discriminate women students. For example, men faculty may believe that women students do not
have the intellectual ability to perform in their discipline. Furthermore, the sexualization of
women in academic is still in issue, which can contribute to the attrition of women students
(Dua, 2007).
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At the same time, women college students engage in resilient behavior to succeed in
academia. Buckman and DiPrete suggest family background (2006), high school grades and
achievements (2013), and the stagnation of men enrolling in higher education (2013) as reasons
for the rise in academic success of women in post-secondary education. Dumais (2002) argues
that women engage in cultural participation more than men, which increases cultural capital 19. In
turn, cultural capital increases academic achievement. Additionally, Dumais argues that women
students may have more positive habitus 20 than men. Even though women are aware of the
employment and financial issues they will face compared to men upon graduation, women
continue to have positive dispositions that push them to succeed in college (Dumais, 2002;
Quadlin, 2018).
Successful Adjustment of Black Students. One major predictor of successful institutional
and emotional-personal adjustment in college is one’s perception of the campus climate.
Negative campus climate perceptions have been linked to lower levels of belonging, which
significantly impacts learning and development outcomes. Especially for marginalized college
students, discriminatory learning environments can have deleterious impacts to “(a) academic
and social experiences, (b) academic success, (c) institutional commitment, and (d) persistence”
(Oseguera, 2018, p. 121). As suggested in literature, “students with minority demographic
profiles should have greater difficulty adjusting to the college environment, as suggested by
findings that minority students experience higher levels of prejudice and discrimination than
non-minorities and have worse social experiences… [and] should therefore have lower levels of

One’s formal education and embodiment of those educational skills and knowledge (Bourdieu, 1977)
Adopted from Bourdieu’s theory or reproduction, “habitus is one’s disposition, which influences the actions that
one takes” (Dumais, 2002, p.46).
19
20

SEEING OUR VOICES

36

adjustment” (Crede & Niehorster, 2011, p. 136). This phenomenon is particularly prevalent at
PWIs.
Within PWIs, underrepresented students often feel stereotyped, misunderstood, and
discriminated against which significantly impacts institutional adjustment. Turner (1994)
reported that marginalized students found PWIs “cold and lonely places” where they are “guests
in someone else’s house.” Although post-secondary institutions have made strides in developing
cultural and ethnic centers in the last couple decades, many students still experience
microaggressions while in PWIs (Turner, 1994; Solorzano et al., 2000). Additionally, PWIs often
perpetuate White entitlement, where the dominant group is seen as superior. This can lead to the
reflection of White ideologies in the curriculum and social environment, which further places
other groups at the periphery (Gusa, 2010). Despite high levels of emotional, psychological, and
physical trauma, particularly within PWIs, Black students tend to conceal their issues, experience
silencing, and hesitate to seek support (Hamer & Lang, 2015; Jones, 2017; Kinouani, 2020). The
systematic pattern of racial socialization and historical oppression have normalized racial
discrimination for Black college students (Pieterse, 2010).
Despite numerous barriers to academic success, many Black college students use
successful adjustment behaviors to persist within higher education. As resiliency research
suggests (Kim & Hargrove, 2013), Black students utilize intrinsic and extrinsic factors to persist
in higher education. For example, social adjustment of Black students can be impacted in
numerous ways. First, Black students can succeed when faculty-student relationships are
established (Guiffrida, 2005). Faculty, especially Faculty of Color, who engage with Black
student academic and career goals and push them to succeed can help students persist. Second,
family and friends from home can be important for persistence, as well. Although some families
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and friends can become liabilities, they can also be assets if they push Black students to focus on
school. In fact, some families “encouraged students to view their academic success at college as
their most important obligation to their family and to the Black community” (Guiffrida &
Douthit, 2010, p. 313). Third, students that participated in Black student organizations were able
to establish networks and find safe spaces which allowed them to succeed (Guiffrida & Douthit,
2010).
Black students engage in personal-emotional behaviors which may help them succeed.
Evans & Moore (2015) suggest that Black students exhibit resistance and resilient behaviors
every day which allows them to succeed. “Often performed in silence, everyday resistance is an
act of empowerment that is often unplanned, but is significant, meaningful, and effective in the
end” (p. 449). Black students engage in coping mechanisms every day to succeed, especially in
white institutional spaces. These behaviors may include role adoption, stereotype management,
personal grit, or social support (Bowman, 2006; McGee, 2016; McGee et al., 2019).
Successful Adjustment of Black Women. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the
number of Black women participating in higher education has doubled since the 1970s. In fact,
almost 40% more Black women participated in college than Black men in 2018 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2019). “However, although African American female college participation rates have
increased, corresponding increases in graduation rates have yet to materialize, suggesting that
barriers to degree completion among African American women remain” (Winkle-Wagoner,
2015). Social, institutional, and personal-emotional adjustment issues for Black women have
been well cited in scholarship, including the inability to form relationships with “individuals with
similar social experiences who could foster trust, mentoring relationships, or support their
success” due to the nonexistence of Black women faculty and staff within academia (Baldwin &
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Griffin, 2014, p. 56); inadequate resources specifically designed for Black women as opposed to
resources designed for both Black men and women or for all students of color (Winkle-Wagner,
2009); and time constraints and conflicts due to embodying many different roles such as
employee, mother, spouse, and student simultaneously (Cooker, 2003). Additionally, EzealaHarrison (2014, p. 1) cites “personality attributes, personal and/or family circumstances,
financial factors, background events, social factors, as well as a myriad of institutional factors
associated with the school system and/or a particular school itself” as barriers to degree
completion.
Within PWIs, Black women, like many other women from marginalized racial and ethnic
groups, navigate many conflicts within college life which can impact their college adjustment.
For example, scholarship suggests that Black women experience hyper visibility and invisibility
simultaneously. PWIs often boast pictures of diverse students on their webpages or magazines,
while adhering and maintaining a structure of White supremacy. This leaves students hyper
visible to the world outside of the university and invisible to those within the community. This
can lead to extreme emotional labor whereby Black women are “performers.” Kelly et al. (2021)
explained this phenomenon:
We situate Black women as “performers”: students who must expand emotional labor to
succeed in HWCUs [historically white college and universities] with faculty and peers.
Black women’s performance offers a benefit to the institution and they diversify
university graduates. This dynamic may create an unequal distribution of emotional labor
in which the larger institution, faculty, and peers view and treat minoritized students as
space invaders. (p. 205)
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In this scenario, Black women are often left vulnerable, isolated, and frustrated. As a result,
Black women often silence themselves and fear repercussions in White spaces. “Black women
have to constantly think about their actions and decide what way they want to approach conflict
or incidents in HWCUs [historically White colleges and universities]” (Kelly et al., 2021, p.
211). Scholarship suggests that women must quickly learn and develop skills to navigate these
“emotional gymnastics” within White institutions (Evans & Moore, 2015).
Regardless of the numerous barriers to completion, approximately one in ten Black
women persisted through higher education and received at least a bachelor’s degree in 2018,
with a further 10% attaining a higher-level degree status (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). While
some research suggests institutional and social factors as important drivers for degree
completion, there is research emphasizing individual characteristics and behaviors as catalysts
for success (Winkle-Wagoner, 2015). To illustrate, Black women utilize self-determination,
thriving, and resilient behaviors to succeed in college, which is argued in some post-secondary
research, as discussed below.
D. M. Thomas et al. (2009) argue that Black women develop high self-efficacy21 beliefs
and motivational22 characteristics, which help them succeed despite the numerous barriers
impacting their intersectional positions. Black women must embody positive attitudes about their
abilities to push through the concrete ceilings of academia. In this study, the participants “who
had greater confidence in their ability to succeed tended to be more motivated” and “reported
high levels of academic adjustment” (Thomas et al., 2009, p. 166). Participants in Cooker’s study
(2003) used self-efficacy behavior to navigate through racism, sexism, and marginalization as a

“Refer[s] to individuals’ belief in their capabilities to organize and carry out courses of action required to produce
specific attainments” (Bandura, 1991, as cited by Thomas et al., 2009, p.161).
22
“A phenomenon by which internal drivers lead to an action or behavior, which can be activated by either internal
(intrinsic) or external (extrinsic) factors” (Thomas et al., 2009, p.161).
21
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learner. The women cited humor as a means of “confronting the instructor in a less combative
way,” silence to not “rock the boat,” and provided academic excellence to “confront racism and
injustice” (2003, p. 671). The women found their own coping strategies to succeed in academia.
This self-development of Black women was a means of gaining “personal redefinition,
empowerment, and transformation” (Cooker, 2003, p. 662). Women who develop coping
strategies for pushing past racism and sexism are resilient (Paul et al., 2015). Findings in many
studies suggest that Black women have innate strength and resilience which allows them to cope
and succeed despite numerous obstacles (Banks, 2009; Robinson et al., 2013; Thomas et al.,
2019; Winkle-Wagoner, 2009).
Successful Adjustment of Trauma-Affected Students. More than 50% of students
experience PTEs within the first year of college (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012). While not all PTE
exposed students develop long-term effects that impact academic success, some students develop
severe and prolonged effects from trauma exposure. Research suggests that trauma-exposed
students, especially students with repeated trauma-exposure, can develop decreased mental and
physical functioning (Anders et al., 2014); poorer academic performance, such as lower selfreported GPA (Baker et al., 2016); and decreased retention rate (Baker et al., 2016; Duncan,
2000). Jolley’s (2017) research suggests that students who experience interpersonal PTEs are
likely to develop more academic difficulties when adapting and thriving in college life. For
example, lower GPAs were reported in trauma-affected students when compared to non-traumaaffected students. This research also suggests that longer duration and frequent exposure lead to
increased adjustment issues in college.
Social adjustment manifests differently for trauma-affected students, as well. Research
suggests that social embeddedness can directly impact academic success and adjustment for
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marginalized students (Crede & Niehorster, 2011, Oseguera, 2018). This has been supported in
research conducted on trauma-affected African American students, where increased engagement
with institutional activities led to negative college dropout rates (Boyraz et al., 2013). Regarding
social adjustment across gender lines, research suggests that sex-role stereotypes are significant
to social adjustment following a PTE. To illustrate, women may feel more comfortable confiding
in others, which may result in social support resources seemingly more readily accessible for
women than men (Banyard & Canter, 2004). Galatzer-Levy, Burton, and Bonanno (2012) found
that students who reported a loss or diminishment of existing quality social networks for those
with PTE symptomatology can negatively impact academic adjustment.
Another hindrance to academic adjustment and success is emotional and mental health
difficulties following PTE exposure (Pritchard & Wilson, 2003). Some trauma-affected students
require external help and resources to positively adapt. However, because of the stigma around
mental health, many students do not seek help (Limowski et al., 2021). This is true even when
most higher education institutions offer free or low-cost mental health care and if the student
believes a professional could help them (Gallagher, 2010; Limowski et al., 2021).
Trauma-affected Black students are differently impacted than trauma-affected White
students. First Black individuals, especially those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are
more susceptible to more severe trauma exposure due to the nature of their environments
(Peterson & Krivo, 2009). Additionally, they are less likely to seek professional help following
PTEs due to social and financial constraints (Roberts et al., 2011, as cited in Ruglass, 2015).
Increased PTE exposure, racial stereotypes, and resulting discrimination result in added stress,
which may explain racial retention and graduation rate disparities (Lynch & Engle, 2010;
Boyraz, 2013). In a study of trauma-affected African American college students, more than 33%
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of all participants did not retain past their second year, with over 47% drop out rate for
participants with reportedly severe PTE symptomatology. Dropout rate was even higher for
African American women who report severe PTE symptomatology. Furthermore, the women in
this study who attended a PWI reported academic adjustment difficulties, such as lower first-year
GPA, which became a strong indicator of attrition (Boyraz et al., 2013).
At the same time, students with more reported resilient factors, such as familiar support
or strong senses of self, are less likely to experience distress and more likely to adjust within
college following a PTE (Jolley, 2017). Banyard & Cantor (2004) found similar findings, which
suggest that students with “internal locus of control, higher levels of social support, and meaning
making about traumatic events were linked to more positive adjustment” (p. 215). Students who
believe they can adapt, grow, or even learn from a traumatic experience become more resilient.
As it relates to trauma-affected college women, Banyard and Cantor (2004) found that women
may use coping mechanisms differently than men, which may allow them to academically adjust
quicker within academia.
Although academic success is an often ambiguous and complex term, numerous studies
conclude that both quantitative and qualitative factors impact academic success (Kuh et al.,
2006; Yen & Liu, 2006; York et al., 2015). Both factors can be significantly impacted by trauma,
as well as gender and racial identity. As mentioned above, women and Black students who
navigate PTEs may experience decreased retention and GPA (Baker et al., 2016; Duncan, 2000).
These populations are also prone to decreased mental, physical, and psychological health (Jones
et. al, 2018; Oseguera, 2018). However, research suggests that women and Black students are
resilient and can overcome these obstacles given the right institutional and familiar support and
self-awareness (Evans & Moore, 2015; Jolley, 2017; Winkle-Wagoner, 2009). This study seeks
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to expand on this literature by expanding the voices of trauma-affected Black women who are
succeeding within higher education.
Summary
Trauma-affected Black women succeed in college despite the sexism and racism that
actively work against them. However, even though these women are succeeding, their voices and
experiences are still pushed to the margins of higher education literature. Even worse, when their
voices or experiences are shared, the intersectionality within their stories is often silenced. A
better understanding of their positions and stories can help trauma-affected women succeed in
college, as well as help institutions better support them through their intersectionality.
Intersecting power relations of race and gender impact every aspect of our social world, causing
Black women to experience double discrimination in their everyday lives (Hill Collins & Blidge,
2020). Double discrimination compounds one’s prevalence and response to trauma and PTEs.
Racist and sexist histories and societal practices have led to the objectification of Black
women for generations. Along with this trauma, Black women carry extensive stress in their
everyday lives due to their intersectional positions within society, which further compounds their
reactions to trauma (Thayer et al., 2018). Black women carry these experiences with them into
the walls of higher education. Not only do Black women carry the trauma with them, but
everything from the very structure of higher education to the peers in their classes further
marginalize them through social stereotypes and White patriarchal structures at PWIs (Gusa,
2010; Jones et al., 2002; Kelly et al., 2021). Thus, it is important to understand how traumaaffected Black women are navigating through higher education in their own words and through
their own unique lenses.
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A better understanding of the experiences of trauma-affected Black women in higher
education is needed to help more trauma-affected Black women succeed. Because this research
area is fairly unstudied, it is important to include and work with women in this community. To
accurately capture their voices, photovoice will be utilized. Through photovoice, participants can
feel empowered to voice their experiences and use visual images to elicit critical evidence and
establish connections, expertise, and knowledge (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001). Chapter 3
includes an explanation into the qualitative participatory research design used to understand the
experiences of self-defined successful, trauma-affected Black women at PWIs through
photovoice.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
“I’ve learned working with negatives can make for
better pictures.”
- Drake, 2012

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the experiences of trauma-affected
Black women who have defined themselves as successful at predominantly white institutions
(PWIs) through participatory qualitative methodology. The aim of this study is to record these
experiences with self-defined successful Black women through photography and narrative
methodology, called photovoice. Secondly, this study examines how trauma-affected Black
women perceive institutional support. This section outlines the research methodology,
positionality, data collection methods, and data analysis approaches to reach the study goals.
This study was conducted in two phases. The first phase, the pilot, took place over 10
weeks during the fall of 2020. The IRB protocol number for the pilot study, entitled Seeing Our
Voices: Using photovoice with students marginalized within PWIs to explore success and
persistence through trauma, is 2009109615. The pilot study IRB Protocol approval email can be
found in Appendix A. The second phase of the study took place over 3 months during the spring
and summer of 2022. The IRB protocol number for the second phase, entitled Seeing Our
Voices: Using Photovoice with Trauma-affected Black Women College Students within PWIs to
Explore Success and Persistence, is 2201493566. The pilot study approval email can be found in
Appendix B. Both phases had the same research design, methodologies, and type of data
analysis. However, the participant, herein called co-researchers in this study, criteria changed in
order to narrow the focus of the present study. More information on the pilot study is discussed
in Chapter 4. The second phase is discussed in Chapter 5 and 6.
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Participatory Research Approach
This study follows a participatory approach by utilizing participant photography, field
notes, and personal narratives. Data will be collected through documentary photography, called
photovoice, and interviews. These strategies will result in a collection of narratives and
photographs from each student that, when combined, will help successful trauma-affected Black
women students share their collegiate experiences.
Qualitative participatory research is the core of this study. Qualitative research is used to
understand “how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what
meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 6). In qualitative
research, the purpose is to understand the experiencing of the participants. Qualitative inquiry is
particularly relevant for this study because it seeks to understand the experiences of a
marginalized population, allows the participants that opportunity to interpret and record their
experiences themselves, and allows the researcher to relay their experiences to the greater public.
Participatory methodologies have been used as tools by which “the voices of the most
marginalized, impoverished and excluded in society can be heard and thus the garnering of more
accurate information” around those communities are made possible (Özerdem, 2010, p. 1).
Participatory research is often grounded in Freirean theory. Freire (2005) believed individuals
empowered themselves to rise above their situations. Because humans work with the world,
creative situations are engendered to find freedom within their situation, reflect upon those
situations, and then intervene with those situations. This is made difficult due to “the culture of
silence” which subordinate groups are subjected. Thus, the subordinate group is muted,
“excluded from any active role in the transformation of their society,” internalize the imaged
disseminated by the oppressor, and adopt the oppressor’s guidelines. To break this culture, the
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oppressed must actively participate in the liberation of their voices (Crotty, 1998). Thus,
participatory research allows the researcher to work with the study’s participants, often called the
co-researchers, and not for the participants. The researcher is no longer the authoritative voice
leading the study but serving as the student gaining knowledge from the teacher or the
participant (Freire, 2005).
Research Design
Photovoice. Photovoice is a participatory research tool developed by Dr. Caroline Wang
to promote the health and work experiences of women. As such, photovoice has origins in
feminist theory, in addition to the theoretical underpinnings derived by PAR discussed above.
Through this lens, photovoice shows the importance of “women’s subjective experiences as
researchers, advocates, and participants,” the significance of valuing the everyday lives of
women, and the focus on improving the life and health of this community (Wang, 1999).
Photovoice is used to illustrate the lived experiences of individuals within a community
to represent, highlight, or enhance that particular community. This approach uses visual images
to elicit critical evidence and establish connections, expertise, and knowledge. Dr. Wang (2001)
stated three main goals of photovoice:
(1) to enable people to record and reflect their community’s strengths and concerns, (2) to
promote critical dialogue and knowledge about important issues through large and small
group discussion of photographs, and (3) to reach policymakers. (p. 370)
Through photovoice, audiences are able to see the world through people that are not
traditionally voiced by showcasing marginalized individuals that are often silenced through
“policy, power, and control” (Wang, 1999). To frame the story of each co-researcher’s life, each
photo within the study will be accompanied by a photo caption. These captions are used to
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critically voice their photographs. Each co-researcher will follow the SHOWeD method
developed by Wang (1999):
•

What do you See here?

•

What is really Happening here?

•

How does this relate to Our lives?

•

Why does this this situation, concern, or strength exist?

•

What can we Do about it?

Each co-researcher provided two to four photos each for the study. Co-researchers used
their own devices for photography, such as personal cameras or mobile phones. At the end of
the photography period, photos were collected electronically and added to a central location
where each co-research could access. Then, focus groups were created to discuss the photos.
Focus Groups. Once the co-researchers completed the photography process, focus
groups were created to discuss the photos and personal narratives. Each co-researcher shared
their photo album informally with the group as they became acquainted with one another. Next,
co-researchers showed their photos in a more structured setting where the researcher asked
questions, as needed to advance the conversation. From this exercise, “trigger” photos were
selected. There were 3 trigger photos selected in the pilot phase and two in the data collection
phase. The selected photos were used to facilitate the topics of discussion using the SHOWeD
method. With the co-researchers’ discussion, this study moved “from concrete and personal
levels to social analysis” (Mayfield-Johnson, 2017).
These hour-long focus groups included 3 co-researchers in the pilot session and six in the
data collection phase, with each group meeting together three times. This first time was an
introductory meeting to discuss the purpose and instructions of the study. The second time
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included the sharing of photos and experience. The third and final included the researcher
reviewing the participant profiles and discussing the shared experiences gathered by the group.
Each co-researcher was able to question and critique their profiles and the shared experiences
addressed by the researcher. Each session was recorded.
Interviews. Along with the group discussions, co-researchers were selected for one-onone interviews. The purpose of these individual interviews was to “understand themes of the
lived world from the subject’s own perspectives” (Brinkmann, 2015, p. 27). These interviews
were semi-structured and romantic23 in nature to encourage a better understanding of a coresearcher’s academic journey and their life, past and present. These conversations were intimate
and comfortable so the co-researcher could discuss their “revelations and confessions of subjects
through an intimate relationship characterized with rapport” (Brinkmann, 2012, p. 172).
Interview questions were a continuation of the focus group conversation where the co-researcher
lead the conversation, with a handful of prepared questions as conversation prompts. Some
example questions include:
•

Can you tell me why you took this picture?

•

How does this picture relate to your academic journey?

•

How did you feel when you took this picture?

•

What do these pictures say about your academic journey/success?

•

Tell me more about the experience that this picture engenders?

One interview was conducted during the pilot phase with three conducted during the current
study. All interviews were be audio recorded and transcribed.

23

Type of interview where the researcher seeks to create an intimate conversation to encourage the interviewee to
reveal their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016)
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Site and Sampling
The site of both phases of this study was the campus of a four-year public, Research 1
and Division 1 NCAA classified, institution. This predominantly white institution (PWI) is
located in a predominantly white Republican state in the northeastern United States. The pilot
phase of the study focused on self-identified successful, trauma-affected Women of Color.
Engagement with co-researchers took place in a secure online session due to COVID-19. The
data collection phase focused on self-identified successful, trauma-affected Black women alone.
Engagement with co-researchers took place through secure online sessions due to the study
taking place over the summer months and to include a co-researcher that was no longer living in
the state.
Co-researcher criteria for the pilot phase of the study included self-identified successful
underrepresented racial and ethnic women over the age of 18. Unlike the second phase of this
study, first-year women students were invited to participate to widen the participant pool for the
pilot phase. The co-researchers had to identify as a woman in any underrepresented racial or
ethnic group and have experienced one of the following PTEs: child abuse, sexual assault,
combat-related trauma, natural disasters, serious accidents, death of a loved one, or lifethreatening medical illnesses. The basic demographic information for the pilot co-researchers is
included in the table below.
Table 1
Pilot Study Co-researcher Demographic and Academic Information
Co-Researcher
Pseudonym
Imani

Education
Senior, Political
Science major.
GPA: 2.96

Age
21

Racial/Ethnic Identity

Trauma Event

Biracial: African
American and White
Non-Hispanic or Latinx

Childhood trauma
Sexual Assault
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Doctoral student,
Human
Community
Development
GPA: 3.29
First Year,
Health & WellBeing major.
GPA: 3.7

37

Biracial: Asian and
Latino
Ethnicity: Bolivian and
Indian

Childhood abuse
Serious Accident

18

Race: African American
Ethnicity: Hispanic

Combat related
trauma

Co-researcher criteria for the second phase of this study included second year or higherlevel students who identified as women and Black or African American with good academic
standing within their respective majors. Additionally, co-researchers identified as having
experienced one of the following PTEs: child abuse, sexual assault, combat-related trauma,
natural disasters, serious accidents, death of a loved one, or life-threatening medical illnesses. As
suggested by Wang (1999), the researcher sought to complete this study with 7-10 participants.
However due to COVID-19 and overall lack of student engagement, the researcher conducted the
second phase with only six co-researchers. The basic demographic and educational information
for the Phase 2 co-researchers are included in the table below.
Table 2
Phase 2 Co-researcher Demographic and Academic Information
Co-researcher
Pseudonym
Imani
Monica
Alexis
Tiessa
Janet

Education
Graduate student, Public
Administration
Doctoral student, Human
and Community
Development
Doctoral student,
Sociology
Doctoral Student, Public
Health Sciences
Senior, Aerospace
Engineering

GPA

Age

Trauma Event

3.83

23

Life-threatening medical
illness, Sexual Assault

2.75

35

Childhood maltreatment,
Death of a close loved one

3.81

32

Sexual Assault

4.00

25

Childhood maltreatment,
Death of a close loved one

2.51

21

Death of a close loved one
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Senior, Cybersecurity

52

3.52

21

Childhood maltreatment,
Death of a close loved one

Data Collection
Due to COVID-19, recruitment strategies were hindered during the pilot study. Coresearchers were recruited using predominantly email with faculty and staff connections from
units across the PWI. Despite recruitment issues, initially eight students responded with interest.
Over the course of the pilot study, only three students retained. The cover letter, photovoice
samples, interview protocol, and researcher journaling from the pilot phase are included in
Appendix C through F.
For the second phase of this study, the researcher gain access to trauma-affected Black
women through connections within the study’s university. Mass emails, faculty, and
encouragement from staff at the institution’s Center for Black Students were used to find willing
co-researchers. Although COVID-19 still impacted student engagement, initially eleven coresearchers expressed interest in the study. Two co-researchers were ineligible due to being firstyear student, two potential co-researchers did not continue with study due to personal conflicts,
and one never responded after the initial contact. An introductory meeting with interested coresearchers occurred during late spring 2022 to discuss the study and its purpose, photovoice,
and expectations of each co-researcher. Co-researchers with continued interest were given a
project information packet, which included the study cover letter. Co-researcher photography
began as soon as the session ended. The first focus group session was held a month and a half
after the introductory meeting. Individual interviews took place one to two days after the focus
group session with three of the co-researchers. Lastly, a final session was scheduled several
weeks after the conclusion of the focus group session to review and verify the shared experiences
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identified from the data. Data was collected across three months, with most of the co-researchers
engaging with the researcher three times. Interview volunteers met with the research for a fourth
time during the study. The cover letter, photovoice guide, and academic and biographic questions
template are included in Appendix J through L.
Data Analysis
The primary data sources, which include photographs, personal captions from the photos,
and focus group transcriptions, and interviews were transcribed with all identifying information
replaced with pseudonyms. The different data sets were synthesized to determine the experiences
of trauma-affected Black women. The transcriptions from the data sources were reviewed for
accuracy before the analysis begins. Additionally, all discovered shared experiences and
assumptions from the analysis were reviewed and verified by the co-researchers to ensure their
voices were accurately portrayed. Content analysis was used during each phase and examples of
this coding are included in Appendix G and H for the pilot study and Appendix N for the second
phase.
Qualitative content analysis “seeks to develop carefully specified categories that are
revised and refined in an interactive, feedback-loop process to ensure credibility and usefulness”
(Drisko & Maschi, 2015, p. 5). In content analysis, not only are the documents or text themselves
content, but so too are the themes and core ideas derived from that content. Content analysis is a
systematic process of searching for and describing meaning both in the textual data and the
developed latent content (Drisko & Maschi, 2015). This analysis “follows the constant
comparative steps of open, focus, and selective coding” and is ideal for analyzing a “broad range
of written, audio, and visual ‘documents’” (Allen & Roberto, 2019, p. 67).
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Drisko and Maschi (2015, p. 19) outline the following steps for coding qualitative content
analysis: (1) immersion into the content where the researcher becomes familiar with the content,
its nuances, and begins to make connections with the data; (2) code the content to identify the
key categories or themes; and (3) development of subcategories to “elaborate on the detailed
content.” These steps are iterative to determine which codes are overarching and which are
subsidiary. To ensure the interpretation of the data is valid, “coding should initially be overinclusive as the researcher learns and refines the meaning of the texts,” and “each coding
category should be relevant, close to the original content, and modifiable” (p. 20).
During the second phase, in vivo coding was used by the researcher to develop the
themes, which the researcher called shared experiences, using NVivo. In vivo is ideal because it
uses the participants words verbatim to interpret the data. This type of coding “provides insight
into how participants are talking about a phenomenon since it uses the participants’ voice when
developing units of code” as opposed to words created by the researcher (Castleberry & Nolen,
2018, p. 809). This is particularly important for research working with marginalized groups
because it places emphasis on the actual words and phrases and allows the participants to give
meaning to the data (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). During the pilot study, the researcher created
a coding scheme manually. Please see Appendix G for an example of the content analysis. An
example of the coding scheme created in the second phase can be found in Appendix N.
Ethical Considerations
There are many ethical considerations to contemplate when conducting research with
photography. First, is the intrusion of privacy. Because each photographer has the power to
capture people or places at any moment, people, communities, and neighborhoods may feel
invaded. “Even though it may be legal to photograph someone in a public place, ‘since this
amounts to nothing more than making a record, not differing essentially from a full written
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description, of a public sight which any one present would be free to see’ (Prosser, 1960; Wang,
2001, p. 563), such action is not ethically neutral.” Thus, any person or community could be
invaded by the photographer. Therefore, consent for each person in a photograph was required.
Privacy laws also extend to placing private individuals in a bad light. Unlike public figures,
private individuals have a right to their images and if photographs place them in a bad light, legal
action could be sought. Third, privacy laws protect private individuals for being “placed in a
false light by images which distort the truth and create false impressions of one’s intentions,
character, or actions” (Gross et al., 1988). This protection applies to photographs and photo
captions. Lastly, privacy law prevents “the use of a person’s likeness that results in depriving
that person of some commercial benefit or making a profit at that person’s expense” (Gross et al.,
1988). Thus, the negatives of any photovoice photos are property of the co-researcher, as well as
any honoraria produced from the study (Wang, 2001).
There are ethical considerations when recruiting co-researchers, as well. Because the
researcher specifically targeted underrepresented students that have experienced trauma, coresearchers may feel labeled as “disadvantaged” or “damaged.” This area was handled delicately
to ensure students are comfortable. Additionally, because the co-researchers experienced trauma,
re-traumatization was a possibility when telling their stories. However, the interview questions
did not include specifics about their trauma experience, just how that experience has impacted
their educational success. At the same time, “painful, debilitating memories may surface in an
interview, even if the topic appears routine or benign” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 262). Thus,
resources for assistance for dealing with any issues that surface during the focus group and
interviews were provided to the co-researchers, as suggested by Patton (2015) (see Appendix I).
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Approval of the data collection for phase two was reviewed and approved by the
institution’s internal review board (IRB) during the spring of 2022. An invitation was extended
to students through email. A cover letter was provided to all co-researchers (see Appendix J).
The letter explained the purpose of the study, the rights and requests of each co-researcher, and
confidentiality. Co-researchers were volunteers in this study and were able to leave the study at
any time. All co-researchers that complete all steps of the study were compensated with a $25
Amazon Gift Card upon completion of the study.
All digital files from interviews and focus group session will be destroyed. Photographs,
transcripts, and co-researcher writings are stored in an off-line storage device at the researcher’s
home to be deleted five years after the completion of the study.
Role of the Researcher
As the researcher in this study, I held myself accountable to the highest ethical standards,
including honestly, integrity, trustworthiness, and credibility. This also included respect,
empathy, and understanding for the co-researchers in this study. Although these ethical
considerations were consistently maintained, qualitative research is open to personal biases
because the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). My positions and potential biases must be formally stated. I am an educated,
Black, biracial women that experienced childhood trauma, which effected my cognitive
development, and sexual trauma later in life. My experience studying and working in PWIs for
most of my life after trauma-related delays led to my interest regarding the experiences of other
trauma-affected marginalized students. As such, I have a personal investment in this research,
which will impact the outcomes of this study. Because of this investment, I had to reflect on my
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actions, thoughts, and inherit biases throughout this study. Adapted from Bourke’s article on
positionality, below are questions that I asked myself throughout this study:
1. What role does my positionality as an educated, biracial woman studying issues of
student success in higher education play?
2. How do I use my positionality in different spaces? Do I use it differently between student
groups?
3. Does my positionality influence the interactions that I have with student co-researchers?
What power dynamics between research/co-researcher or teacher/student are at play?
These questions helped guide my understanding and biases during the study (Bourke, 2014).
Although, I asked these questions at every opportunity, this was not a lockstep or neat
process. My biases and opinions informed the analysis of this study. Because I am the
researcher, I determined the co-researchers that engaged in this research and the results that were
reported. However, because I believe social injustice and power influence socially constructed
environments, every person has unique experiences and truths. I have heard stories of success
and resilience through conversations with other trauma-affected students and demand their
experiences be heard.
The intersectionality of my position and my experiences led to the co-researcher types I
selected. As a woman, not only am I more likely to experience PTEs than a man, but I am also
more likely to develop severe reactions to the trauma (Breslau, 2009). As a racial minority, I
have a higher chance of exposure to trauma related to child maltreat and domestic violence, with
the lowest chance of seeking or receiving mental health services (Roberts, 2012). Because
women from diverse racial and ethnic background experience life differently (Horowitz et al.,
2019), this study will only focus on one specific racial group. I have selected Black women
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because it is the group for which that I most identify. Thus, Black women co-researchers were
sought for this study.
I am an outsider and an insider to this area of study. I am in insider because I have
experienced trauma and persisted through post-secondary education. Co-researchers were able to
share their trauma because I can understand some of the experiences they face. Additionally,
because I am a Black woman, they felt more comfort in my presence as a fellow peer within a
PWI. However, because I have already received higher degrees and I teach within the university,
I worried that I would seem unapproachable. That this position may exert power on the
researcher/co-researcher relationship. However, this did not become an issue, because many of
my co-researchers knew me and many of them had already received advanced degrees
themselves.
Credibility and Trustworthiness
Qualitative research is understood to be “holistic, multidimensional, and ever-changing; it
is not a single, fixed, objective phenomenon waiting to be discovered, observed, and measured”
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 242). Thus, it is impossible to capture one truth or reality from this
study. Instead, the researcher focused on increasing the credibility of this study through
respondent validation24. Maxwell (2013) states the following about respondent validation:
This is the single most important way of wall ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting
the meaning of what participants say and do in this perspective they have and what is
going on, as well as being an important way of identifying your own biases and
misunderstandings of what you observed (pp. 126-127).

24

Soliciting feedback on preliminary or emergent findings from the research participants (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
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Although the findings of the study were synthesized, interpreted, and re-written by the
researcher, the findings were still derived from the co-researchers’ experiences. The coresearchers heard their experiences within the findings. Thus, validation occurred when the coresearchers were satisfied with the researcher’s interpretations during our third focus group
session.
In qualitative research, the trustworthiness of a study is directly tied to the trustworthiness
of the researcher themselves (Patton, 2015). As such, certain ethical standards and considerations
must be discussed. One important ethical consideration, especially in participatory research, is
that of the researcher-participant relationship. This relationship can impact participant informed
consent, participant privacy and protection, and the course of the study (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). This ethical consideration can be contended in many ways, with one important standard
of validity being voice. Being mindful of voice – “to who speaks, for whom, to whom, for what
purposes” (Lincoln, 1995). Each co-researcher was provided a safe space and opportunity to
share their voices, which vital to the trustworthiness of this study.
Summary
This chapter provided the methodology used during this qualitative participatory action
research. This chapters explained the rationale for selecting participatory action research,
specifically utilizing photovoice to give voice to the co-researchers’ experiences. Additionally,
the research design, co-researcher selection, data collection, data analysis, and ethical
considerations of photovoice were discussed. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the pilot phase
of the study. Chapter 5 and 6 presents the findings of the data collection phase.
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Chapter 4 – Pilot Study Findings
“Our want to keep going, our drive to keep fighting and keep
putting ourselves in positions that people wouldn’t normally see
women of color in.”
– Imani, pilot study co-researcher, 2020

The successful voices of trauma-affected underrepresented women in predominantly
white institutions are largely missing from existing literature, especially findings in their own
words. The overall objective of the pilot study was to highlight the voices of these women to
advance our understanding around Women of Color who are navigating the impacts of traumatic
experiences within higher education. This chapter reports the findings from the voices
highlighted during the pilot phase.
Profile of Co-researchers
The co-researchers listed below are the co-researchers that completed biographic and
academic questions and provided photos and journals.
Imani
“I try to make sure that I'm in conversations I feel like I need to be included in, because people
don't always want to put you in those conversations, you sometimes have to assert yourself.”
Imani is a senior undergraduate student studying political science with a 2.96 GPA. She
identifies as African American and White. Imani and her sister were adopted into a White family
when she was very young. Imani won multiple scholarships to help finance her tuition. She
engages with student organizations across campus and works at a center on campus. Imani has
survived childhood trauma and sexual assault.
Isabella
“Just keep putting yourself out there, even though you know that it's gonna be a rocky ride and
just tighten up your laces and doing it.”
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Isabella is a doctoral student in human and community development with a 3.29 GPA.
Her academic career started in 2001 with a bachelor’s degree in human nutrition and food. She
received two master’s degrees, public health and animal and nutrition sciences. She identifies as
Asian and Latino and Bolivian/Indian. She engages with organizations in her college and across
campus and teaches classes. Nia has survived childhood abuse and a life-threatening accident
where she sustained life-long injuries.
Nia
“I felt like so many people were staring at me because of my big coarse hair and my streetwear
style. I was different but I saw that as an advantage. I worked so hard to be where I am and I’m
finally here. Everything I’ve accomplished despite all the trauma I've endured brought me a
sense of joy and relief.”
Nia is a first-year undergraduate student majoring in health and well-being. She secured a
3.7 GPA during her first semester in college. She identifies as Black or African American and
Hispanic. She is a first-generation, out-of-state student. Due to the impacts of COVID-19 during
her first-year, Nia has not had the opportunity to engage with many organizations or services on
campus. Nia has survived combat-related trauma.
Research Question #1 – “We keep persisting”
This study asked one main question: What are the experiences of self-defined successful,
historically disenfranchised women navigating critical life events at PWIs? As mentioned
previously, the demographics of the focus group were changed following the pilot study to
narrow the focus. To provide a deeper understanding of one group, Black women, as opposed to
showcasing a potentially broader understanding of a few different areas of marginalized racial
and ethnic women. This section will answer the original pilot study questions with three co-
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researchers using photovoice, as well as a content analysis of focus group and interview
responses.
While each co-researcher provided three photos each, the focus group session resulted in
the co-researchers selecting three “trigger photos 25” that best represented their experiences and
voices as trauma-affected Women of Color within a rural PWI. The three photos and captions are
shown below. All photos and journaling from the pilot study have been included in Appendix E.
All images and captions are original and have not been edited or censored, except to remove
identifiable information.
Figure 2
Trigger Photo and Caption 1 submitted by Nia

25

Photos selected by the participants for trigger discussion
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The co-researchers commented openly and frequently about their experiences as
marginalized, trauma-affected women. Nia and the other co-researchers discussed the strength
and hard work they completed to get where they were today. Nia discussed how her legs and feet
were blessings. No matter what adversity she had endured, her legs kept going. She kept going.
She persisted. She was a first-generation, afro-Latina in her first semester of college. Her legs got
her to this university. She “made it out.” Although she started from impossible beginnings and
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had to overcome more than most, she continues to persist. However, even through her struggles,
she was able to look at herself and see blessings.
Figure 3
Trigger Photo and Caption 2 submitted by Isabella

Isabella was a graduate student that endured a hate crime resulting in a lifelong illness,
which had immediate impact on her college experience. Isabella, along with the other coresearchers, have had to “fight” for her right to occupy certain spaces for their entire lives.
During the focus group, Isabella said,
I've been in a lot of physical altercations, just because people have problems with me. I
don’t know why. I really look like a nice person... That's horrible. First one was when I
was in kindergarten. My mom was always being like, “What happened to you at school
today,” 'cause I’d just being covered by people punch me or... So my ring finger on my
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pinky are real broken from punching people back, but I never knew how to punch
anyone, so my hands all fucked up.
Although Isabella does not engage in physical altercations much anymore, she still uses her
hands as her first line of defense at this institution. She now uses her hands as mechanisms for
voicing her opinions, advancing in her field, and advocating for causes that she cares about. She
said,
To me, my hands represent my first line of defense, but even though things change, I still
feel like I rely on them to defend me in the program I'm in the profession of all white, and
I was... And then going through that program and then practicing as a dietician, I am the
first woman of color for our Dietetic Association to be president, so the fact that I
advocated and made an issue for that, I felt like even more attacks were coming at me,
just trying to be able to talk about systemic racism in our food system and talking about
agrarian reform and decolonization of our food system. So I feel that I have to take more
vitamins to keep them moving 'cause that’s all I got to be able to apply my knowledge
and my skills plug into this higher ed framework, this job from working... To do that,
systems change. So I feel like even though I'm better at navigating different social
environments and situations, I still feel that I rely on them for defense every day.
To this day, Isabella uses her hands as her defensive mechanisms. Although she considers her
hands as “mitts,” that look broken and battered, she still sees a blessing in them. Even broken
and battered, she persists to use them to advance herself and marginalized others. She uses them
to voice her opinions and experiences. She uses her hands to write about the inequity in her field
and to shape the ivory tower that she climbs - a tower that is not always welcome to Women of
Color.
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Figure 4
Trigger Photo and Caption 3 submitted by Imani

Imani expressed the strength it takes to endure microaggressions, White rage, and
succeeding past expectations set out for her as a Women of Color. She was a biracial woman,
adopted by White parents, who grow up in White neighborhoods and attended all White schools.
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Attending these schools was challenging but rewarding. She found success by doing better than
others expected, which was instrumental in getting her into college. She said,
I had a lot of people doubt me in high school, spread really nasty rumors about me and
just little things like that. This is kind of unrelated, but I was homecoming queen, and the
day I came into school after winning homecoming queen... This boy looked at me and he
was like, he was like, Congratulations, what do you do to get that? And it was just kind of
like, Oh, okay, that was rude. You shouldn't have said that, but I noticed a pattern with
things like that, and people would say, just like I said, terrible stuff about me, or that I
didn't earn my things or that I was getting things... 'cause I was black or I was
promiscuous. That was a big thing, 'cause people love to call Black Girls fast and
different things like that, and so awards day came and I swept the board with
scholarships, and it was literally the people that were sitting beside me were like, “We
just need to move our chairs back like Imani is gonna go up again in like a minute, we
should just move,” and so that was kind of just a middle finger to my entire class, like
you know what, I still ended out better than you. I'm getting paid to go to school.
Imani persisted past the negative comments and microaggressions. She was able to prove herself
in front of those that belittled her. However, she soon discovered that her success at her high
school Rewards Day was not enough to solidify her position as a qualified student in higher
education. She said,
I came here with a few of my friends from high school, all of them white, and all of them
women, when we got here, we were of the same playing field, we had each gone to [a
similar] school, we had each gone to [high school institution], and we graduated around
the same people, we were in the same classes and everything, but still, it seemed as
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though they were starting out ahead of me, which was interesting, kinda takes you back
when you realize like, Hey, I'm still not on level playing with these people, like I'm here,
I made it here, and I'm still not even equal to everyone else, that was kind of a shock to
me because like I said, I have white parents, I had it laid out for me, everything was laid
out, but I'm still a Black woman. And so it's still different. And just hearing different
things, like some of their parents wondering how I got certain things, how I was able to
stay in the dorm that I was... Those invasive questions that people ask about women of
color and spaces that they shouldn't be in or that they think they shouldn't be in, and so I
think that's mostly how things were different for me, 'cause like I said, everything in
theory should have been the same as everyone else, but it wasn't...
Even with her accomplishments and scholarships, her White peers and their parents questioned
her position at the table. Navigating this experience was not easy for her. She said, “I mostly
cried my way through it, I'll be honest, it took me... It took me a whole semester to figure things
out for myself.” She found success through pushing through her classes and pushing her
boundaries to find new friends and organizations on campus who welcomed her.
All in all, each co-researcher had to motivate themselves to keep moving forward. They
pulled themselves together and kept “putting ourselves in positions that people wouldn’t
normally see Women of Color.” They mentioned “tightening up your laces and doing it.” This
speaks to innate resilience to better themselves. These women continue to better themselves,
even in an environment that was not built to serve them. This aligns with Paul et al. (2015)
research that suggests students have an ability to cope with immense stress to find opportunities
for their own development and learning.
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When asked about navigating a PWI, each co-researcher commented on how tiring and
disheartening it can become. About navigating this environment as a graduate student, Isabella
said,
Tiring and lonely, 'cause a lot of the times, I've had colleagues and they just do not
support my success or recognize my achievements for our program, so there's a lot of
discrediting that happens a lot, and then you have to motivate yourself to... You're like,
No, you know your shit, you went to college. You got this stuff, you’re a professional. So
I think it makes you feel like you have more of that impostor syndrome. I hear everybody
has it, I definitely have it, but it's like to keep moving forward, you just feel so tired and
alone 'cause you're... Me, my mom, my dog, is all that cares about what I do.
Imani expressed how disheartening it can be as one of the few Women of Color in undergraduate
lecture halls. She said,
I wanna say that sometimes it's disheartening, I wanna say that also one of my main goals
in some of the programs I am in is to show people like me that they can do what I'm
doing, especially for the prosperity of [home state], 'cause I know there are kids in rural
areas, little black kids, little and Hispanic kids, little Asian kids that just don't see
themselves in their classrooms, they don't know anyone like them, and they don't think
that they can get to places where we are... They don't think that they can be in these types
of conversations, and so that's part of what keeps me going is like, if I do this, it shows
other people that they can also do this. And they can do better for themselves.
Even though they are navigating rocky areas, they wish to pave the way for others like them to
succeed. They wish to help others belong in this environment.
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Finally, one of the ways two of the co-researchers were able to persist is because they
were able to find spaces where they belonged. For Imani, she found a unit on campus where she
felt safe, accepted, and valued. She said,
I don't think I would have the same college experience if I hadn't found the division of
diversity equity inclusion, I am a student worker and a diversity ambassador, and I work
closely with all of them, and they really keep me going to see people like them in the
places that they are, motivates me every day, and they all do anything they can to help
me, they've been a fantastic support system, and I'm so glad that I've gotten the
opportunity to work with these people.
For Isabella, she was able to find belonging with students of color that enjoyed her class.
She describes this relationship here, “but it's like for the women of color that are in my classes,
I've had conversations with them where they've said a couple of them said I'm the only reason
they're so in the program, because I am the one that is reflective of them...” Although Isabella
described having colleagues that do not support or recognize her achievements, she has been able
to find belonging with her students.
Finding these spaces of belonging was one major shared experience derived from this
phase. Finding one’s sense of belonging aligns with research on marginality and mattering.
Schlossberg (1989) theorized that marginality has to do with students not fitting in within their
institution. While many students new to higher education face a temporary sense of not
belonging, those negative feeling may persist longer for marginalized students. This was the case
for both Imani and Isabella. Imani did not find her space until the end of her first year, while
Isabella built her space within the classes she taught as a graduate student. Imani sought support
from units across campus to fill more comfortable within the institution. Through this support,
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she was able to persist. This follows the theory that as more students feel they matter, the less
marginalized they feel (Schlossberg, 1989).
Unfortunately, Nia’s first semester in college has been unconventional due to the ongoing
impact of COVID-19. Therefore, she was not able to provide personal experiences with finding
spaces where she belonged. However, Nia, along with the other co-researchers, believe it is vital
to build spaces for other People of Color. As mentioned above, even though these co-researchers
have struggled to get where they are and are often silences in their current spaces, they are
working hard to build these spaces for others.
Another major shared experience found in this phase was the co-researchers’ propensity
for self-reliance, which ultimately helped them persist. All co-researchers’ photos and captions
represent self-resilience that have helped them navigate the trauma and the microaggressions
inherit within the PWI. This self-reliance came in many different forms, such as self-affirmation
and grit. Nia uses self-affirmation and self-manifestation to persist. Isabella finds strength in
helping others and being a reflection for other Women of Color. Imani used personal grit to
persist through her trauma and succeed. Overall, self-resilience and persistence helped each coresearcher move past their struggles, marginalization, and circumstances to find success and
happiness in their life. Additionally, each co-researcher was able to persist, “tighten up their
laces,” and “keep doing it.” This is consistent with resiliency research that suggests students can
push past extreme odds if self-reliant attitudes and behaviors are present (Ledesma, 2014).
Research Question #2 – “Being happy”
The second question of the pilot study was what does success look like for traumaaffected underrepresented racial and ethnic women? This is an underlying question to the entire
study as co-researchers were asked to define what success means to them as Women of Color.
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Interestingly, none of the co-researchers directly correlates academic success in their definition.
This speaks to the priorities of Women of Color, priorities that may not align with the mission of
White students at four-year institutions.
When asked how they define success, each co-researcher mentions happiness. Nia said,
“success is finding happiness and peace within yourself, and finding your purpose and who you
are and doing what you wanna do.” Imani said,
I would say that success for me is just generally being happy, 'cause I don't do shit if it’s
not gonna make me happy, I wouldn't be here if I didn't wanna be. And I just feel like this
experience being in college has given me that sense of success, that sense of self, I feel
like I have really figured out who I am, and I think that’s success in itself, just being sure
in yourself and knowing who you are as well. And so that's what I would define it as.
Isabella echoed these sentiments. Additionally, she said placing her energies in the right places is
important to her happiness. She said, “I know what fights I am signing up for, and I care about
them to be there, and that gives me satisfaction even though it can be tough.”
Success for these co-researchers is not about passing a class, achieving a high GPA, or
obtaining the perfect job. Although these are goals for my co-researchers, these objectives do not
constitute success for the co-researchers. Co-researchers in this study see success as advancing
themselves as Women of Color, as finding their purpose, and finding happiness in themselves.
Finding the confidence to be themselves and not needing to hide who they are or their identities.
Being unapologetically themselves is success.
Outside of individual success, a shared experience from this phase was their passion for
helping other Women of Color succeed. These co-researchers found success by helping open the
door for others. Imani discussed opening doors for her sister. Isabella spoke about lifting up the
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Women of Color in her classroom and helping them find seats at tables where Women of Color
are often absent. Nia spoke about how she is has become an example for others in her family
because she went to college. These co-researchers measured success by their ability to become
role models for other Women of Color. This is especially important because research suggests
that Black women may not be academically successful because they are unable to for
relationships with those of “similar social experiences who could foster trust, mentoring
relationships, or support their success” (Baldwin & Griffin, 2014, p. 56). Although the coresearchers in this study may not have had this support to help them succeed, they feel
empowerment and strength in being a supportive resource for others.
Research Question #3 – “Have to jump through hoops”
The third and final question for the pilot study was how do these students perceive
institutional support while navigating trauma? This question is prevalent to a co-researcher’s
sense of belonging at the institution.
One important shared experience emerged during the focus group conversation was the
lack of belonging for each co-researcher. Each co-researcher expressed alienation and exhaustion
from navigating a PWI. Often time, the institution was not seen as supportive, comfortable, or a
place to heal for two of the co-researchers in this study. After experiencing trauma, Imani said,
I've never talked about it with any school official or anyone. I just kind of healed with
that on my own, 'cause a lot of the times you see sexual assault cases here and it goes
horribly wrong and out of favor of the victim, and it happens a lot. And we know that it
happens a lot. This university is not great at handling those situations, or in my opinion is
not always great at handling those situations, so it never felt like something I needed to
receive through the university, I never felt like I could heal through the university, 'cause
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I didn't think I would find peace with it that way, I didn't think I would get to where I
needed to be with that, and so I just kinda handle everything on my own.
Isabella experienced severe trauma immediately before the start of classes. The university
did not support her recovery process because due to the policies in the program for which she
was enrolled, she had to start on time or lose her position in the program. Isabella said,
I had to continue my program. I had to either start with my cohort or to not do it. So I had
to navigate that and the bills and all of that and start school… It took a long time for my
injuries to heal. I hated meeting my cohort, and new professors with my face looking like
raw meat from the concrete. Everyone looked at me the wrong way.
These responses are similar to responses derived from research on the marginalization of
underrepresented students. As suggested by previous scholars, underrepresented students often
feel isolated from the mainstream society (Jones, 2017; Schlossberg, 1989; Turner, 1994). This
can result in a negative sense of belonging, which significantly impacts retention and success.
Ideas which are echoed by Imani who questioned here position at the institution, and Isabella
who felt the institution’s unwavering admissions policies were discriminatory towards people
who may need exceptions.
At the same time, each co-researcher expressed that the institution could help make
things better. There are services on campus available to help trauma-affect and marginalized
people. Isabella voiced her gratitude to the services that helped her pay her bills. She said,
I'd say the services that you have access to here... I was in the hospital when all that shit
happened, the hospital bills were so crazy and I've been supporting myself for a while.
There was no way I could pay for it, but I was able to get professional advice, caring
people that helped me to be able to find... What state fund to pay for it and all of that,
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where if I wouldn't have had that, I would have dropped out because I just wanna be able
to handle all the hospital bills and my tuition, so there are a lot of wonderful things that
the university has to help folks where you might be in a position where you never knew
you needed that kind of help ever. You got to learn a new language to figure out how to
navigate that environment. So I'm really supportive of legal services and... What they
offer for students.
At the same time, Isabella and Imani expressed frustration at the access and availability
of these services. While legal services were instrumental to ensuring Isabella’s success, she felt
“it was just more of a liability for the university, like she already went through these hoops, so
we’re gonna give her access to the services.” These services and the individuals working at them
did not feel genuine. She was a liability that the institution had to cover. For Imani, she had to
actively search for services on her own. She said,
I actively had to search out different things, like the diversity ambassadors program
started literally in my freshman year, so it was very new, I only saw it in a quick email,
you know how [the institution] sends out their weekly stuff, and it's not something that
people pay a lot of attention to, it's still not because we only have 15 ambassadors,
sometimes people don't even realize there are ambassadors when I tell them that, so it's
really hard to find some of the resources that they have here, like center for Black culture
and stuff like that. I looked for that place and did not know where it was, I finally
Googled it and figured it out, but different things like that are more difficult to get to, you
have to jump through hoops if it's not... If you're not searching for it, you just won't get it
nine times out of 10.
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Therefore, although services helped Isabella when she needed it, the connection between her and
the institution was not formed because these services did not feel genuine. Thus, Isabella, like
Nia, was forced to seek other channels where they mattered to find support for success, which
literature suggests will happen (Gossett et al., 1996; Jones, 2017).
Reflections from the Pilot Phase
While the pilot phase was influential in revealing the experiences of a few marginalized
students, there were some changes that were implemented during the second phase of this study
because of findings from the pilot study. First, as mentioned above, the study’s target
demographic narrowed to seek voices from one population. This decision was made by the
researcher to encourage a deeper understanding about one group, as opposed to a surface
understanding of Women of Color as a monolithic group. This refocus encouraged better
conversation between co-researchers and allowed for a deeper dive into the experiences of
trauma-affected Black women at a 4-year PWI. The researcher selected Black women as the
target group because of her positionality as a Black woman.
Secondly, researcher and co-researcher engagement changed slightly during the data
collection phase. The researcher sought at least seven co-researchers and completed one-on-one
interviews with three co-researchers for the second phase of this study to ensure more voices
were heard. Lastly, the researcher conducted one final focus group with all co-researchers
following data analysis to ensure the shared experiences are supported and agreed upon by the
co-researchers.
Lastly, the researcher ensured a stronger focus on the intersectionality of the coresearchers’ experiences during the second phase. Although the pilot study acknowledged
intersectionality and asked questions about the experiences of Women of Color, the
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intersectionality of these identities is not completely apparent. For example, these experiences
have racial lenses to them, but not necessarily gender lenses to them. The researcher encouraged
intersectional work by asking more direct questions during interviews and focus group sessions
about specific aspects of the co-researchers’ identities.
Summary
This chapter examined the co-researchers’ responses during the focus group and photo
captions from the pilot phase. Question one focused on the experiences of trauma-affected
underrepresented women at a PWI. These women openly reported how disheartening and lonely
navigating this space can become. Despite these challenges, each co-researcher showed a selfresilience and persistence that helped them succeed.
Question two focused on how each co-researcher defined success. Interestingly, academic
success was not a primary aspect of success for these students. Instead, each co-researcher
defined success as finding happiness, peace, and self-purpose. Additionally, they reported
helping other marginalized groups succeed as being successful themselves.
Question three focused on how institutional support is perceived by the co-researchers.
Two of the co-researchers stated that support is hard to find within the university. Additionally,
Isabella likens utilizing campus services to jumping through hoops where she feels like a
liability. While the services are present, the co-researchers report them as inaccessible and
disingenuous.
Lastly, this chapters highlighted reflections from the pilot phase and included changes
that the researcher plans to make during the second phase of this study.
Chapter 5 presents the participant profiles from participants in the data collection phase.
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Chapter 5 – Data Collection Phase Participant Profiles
“Everybody tells you this is a marathon not a sprint. What they
don't tell you is that literally nobody else can run this race with
you, like at all because it's literally you. You're the only person
that got them type of shoes, that can run this particular race.”
- Alexis, Data Collection Phase Co-researcher, 2022
As mentioned before, the voices of trauma-affected Women of Color, particularly Black
women in predominantly white institutions, are largely missing from existing literature. As a
continuation of the pilot study discussed in Chapter 4, the overall objective of the data collection
phase was to highlight the voices of trauma-affected Black women to advance our understanding
around these experiences within higher education. Structured in two chapters, this chapter
provides profiles for the participants that participated in this second phase. Presented in the first
section of this chapter are the profile and narratives of each co-researcher. The second chapter,
Chapter 6, includes analysis of the photographs, accompanying narratives, focus group
discussions, and one-on-one interviews to answer the research questions, organized into four
shared experiences.
Profile of Co-researchers
The profile and narratives address the study’s first research question: (1) what are the
experiences of trauma-affected Black women students navigating academic life at PWIs? The coresearchers listed below are the co-researchers that completed biographic and academic
questions, provided photos and narratives, and participated in the focus group session.
Each profile is supported by the co-researchers’ own words, directly quoted from audio
transcripts, photovoice narratives, and biographic and academic questions. The data were
synthesized to represent the experiences of each co-researcher. Because personal interviews were
conducted with three of the co-researchers, their profiles are more extensive and are organized
into four subsections: co-researcher profile, meeting the co-researcher, college experiences, and
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an account of how they define educational success. The educational success piece is important
because although success is defined in a multitude of different ways, success looks different for
each person. Therefore, an understanding of how a co-researcher defines success is important.
The remaining three co-researchers’ profiles are less detailed but include a co-researcher profile,
meeting the co-researcher, and a brief depiction of their experiences using their photovoice
submissions. At the conclusion of the study, each participant reviewed their profile and made
edits as necessary. The profiles found below have been approved by each co-researcher.
Imani
“I'm here for a reason. And if it doesn't make me happy, I don't need to do it, I don't need to put
myself in situations that I don't wanna be in. I'm here to please myself, and that's it.”
Imani is a first-year graduate student in public administration. She completed her
undergraduate degree at the current institution, starting in the fall of 2017. She has maintained an
average 3.3 GPA during her academic tenure. Imani has been engaged with academic services
and student organizations throughout her education, including working as a peer mentor,
founding a student organization, and maintaining an on-campus job. She is an in-state student,
although her hometown is a few hours away from campus. She and her sister, both Black
identifying, were adopted into a White family when they were young. She discussed the love she
has for her family, although at times she expresses frustration or annoyance at familial comments
related to her Blackness. Imani has survived sexual assault and lives with a life-threatening
medical illness.
Meeting Imani. Imani and I met in Fall 2020 as part of my pilot study. She missed the
initial group training session due to scheduling conflicts, so I had a one-on-one training session
with her in November of 2020 over zoom. She was excited to join my study after seeing an email
from a faculty member. During our time together, she expressed that my study was important
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and wanted to help. At the time, Imani was completing her undergraduate degree in political
science and looking forward to the possibilities of graduate school.
During the pilot study, Imani brought 3 photographs to the focus group session. One of
her photos became a trigger photo, see Figure 4 in Chapter 4. This picture depicts her as a
beautiful, smiling Black young scholar at her high school graduation ceremony where she
received more awards than anyone else. During the pilot session, she said, “I had a lot of people
doubt me in high school, spread really nasty rumors about me and just little things like that.”
However, winning those awards and proving her worth was “a middle finger to my entire class,
like you know what, I still ended out better than you. I'm getting paid to go to school.”
Following the pilot session, I asked for a one-on-one session to discuss her journey further.
At the conclusion of the pilot study, Imani expressed how grateful she was to be in the
study and how the experience helped her think through some of her experiences. She said, “I'm
really thankful for the opportunity to do this and to get the share stories with people. So I really
appreciate you and I love the work that you're doing. I think this is excellent. I think it's gonna be
awesome.” At our final meeting in December 2020, I asked if I could notify her when the second
phase began, and she agreed. In late February 2022, I emailed her requesting her participation
with the second phase. She readily agreed. Because she was familiar with the study and to add
more depth to her journey, I asked her for another interview during the second phase. The next
section below describes her experiences through college with data collected from both phases of
this study.
Collegiate Journey. Imani “always saw [herself] going to college,” although she was not
sure what she wanted to study at first. She was considering engineering but found the men in her
high school engineering class to be uncooperative and hostile. She settled on political science
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after a brief internal debate and enrolled as a political science major in Fall 2017. About her
decision to attend college, she said, “I enjoy getting an education.”
She reported that her first year in college was difficult. She said, “I mostly cried my way
through it, I'll be honest, it took me... It took me a whole semester to figure things out for
myself.” She reported having a difficult time finding her place and not feeling equal to her peers,
even peers that came from the same high school who she outperformed. She said,
It seemed as though they were starting out ahead of me, which was interesting, kinda
takes you back when you realize like, Hey, I'm still not on level playing with these
people, like I'm here, I made it here, and I'm still not even equal to everyone else, that
was kind of a shock to me because like I said, I have white parents, I had it laid out for
me, everything was laid out, but I'm still a Black woman. And so it's still different.
She reported feeling separated from friends she entered college with, while simultaneously
feeling out of place at events and programs hosted by the Black center on campus. She realized,
“I don't have the same experiences as these people, they grew up Black... I grew up in a suburban
white household.” She had difficulty adjusting on almost all levels until that December when she
applied for and was accepted to an on-campus diversity program. Through this program, she
found friends who shared her interests. She said, “Oh, this is my clique, this is where I fit in with
these people that are wanting these same things.” She found a place and people that were
“always there for [her].”
Imani continued to engage with and work for the diversity office, along with other
organizations on campus. During her undergraduate career, she worked as a diversity
ambassador helping other students find homes on campus. She was engaged with student
government and the president and founder of a student organization. When she moved into
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graduate school, she became a graduate assistant for the diversity office leading the diversity
ambassadors. She discussed her experience working in the diversity office in one of her
photovoice submissions (see Figure 5 below). She has several hundred hours of volunteer
experience across her collegiate career.
Figure 5
Imani’s GA Desk Photovoice

Like 20-25% of college-age women in the U.S. (Fisher et al., 2000), Imani was sexually
assaulted during her first year in college. About this experience, she shared,
There were instances where I've been sexually assaulted and things like that, and it just
kind of takes you to a place you don't ever expect to be in. It took me back 'cause I
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thought in the moment... In some of these instances, I was like, I'm with good people, I'm
happy, I'm doing something I wanna do. But deep down, it wasn't really something I
wanted to do or it wasn't something that I was comfortable with, and I put myself in the
situation multiple times, so I started to think like, You know what? Maybe it's just me,
maybe it's my fault, maybe I'm not feeling the way I'm supposed to feel, but I quickly
realized those traumatic experiences, weigh on you, and the way that I got past it was just
too keep going, like we said, to keep reminding myself like, I'm here for a reason. And if
it doesn't make me happy, I don't need to do it, I don't need to put myself in situations
that I don't wanna be in. I'm here to please myself, and that's it, I just kind of stopped,
stopped trying to do what I thought I should do, and instead just did what I wanna do, and
that's what I think really is contributing to my success, 'cause I'm happy... I have a partner
that I've been with for almost three years now, I'm thriving, I'm doing good, I'm about to
graduate and I'm about to go into law school and those experiences did not stop me in the
slightest...
Imani shared that she did not seek help for her sexual assault. She said, “I've never talked about
it with any school official or anyone. I just kind of healed with that on my own.” She did not feel
the college atmosphere and her understanding of on-campus sexual assault processes would
provide the healing that she could provide herself. She said, “I didn't think I would find peace
with it that way, I didn't think I would get to where I needed to be with that, and so I just kinda
handle everything on my own.” However, she conceded that she knew services and people on
campus who would help if she asked.
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Imani openly discussed her lifelong medical trauma with alopecia 26. She discussed how
from a very early age, she navigated life differently because of her diagnosis and the selfconfidence she had to build to overcome her diagnosis. She discussed a childhood memory
below,
When I was younger, my mom did not like for me to let other people know that I had
alopecia that anything was going on, 'cause she thought kids were gonna be so mean, I
ended up having a group of six friends that I pulled my wig off at a sleep over and cried
to them, but I was like, “This is what I look like, and this is why I don't go to sleep overs
often, this is why I hid and don't do this kind of stuff often,” and I didn't get to go to
many sleep over it. I get to do a whole lot of things that other kids did simply out of fear
that if I did, I would be alienated, and everybody there was extremely supportive and they
never let anybody mess with me at that point, from that point on.
In two of her photovoice submissions, she discussed how freeing it is to show her real hair or
wear a wig when she wants, or to wear her hair however she deems fit, regardless of what others
think. She also discussed how her diagnosis and hair impacted her educational journey 27.
During her first year of graduate school, Imani discussed having challenges with her
medical health. She reported severe nausea and vomiting which caused her to return home and
go to the emergency room. At the emergency room, after a 16-hour wait due to COVID-19
shortages, the doctors did not believe her pain, asked her mom if she was on drugs, or assumed a
side effect of COVID-19. She was in severe pain for over six months, she reported. Her mother
took her to the regional hospital. She said,

26

Autoimmune disease common in the Black/African American community. The most prominent symptom is hair
loss.
27
See more about this experience in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6
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We went to the ER. We go in and we saw a doctor and he's telling me I should read a
book about gut health and I’m like throwing my guts up and I’m like I don't need a book.
I need help, you know, like something is wrong, and so, then I think it was like a week
later, my mom is like you're not Okay, let me take you back to the doctor. So, we went to
[hometown] hospital. The doctor is like well, could she be on drugs? You think she's like
smoking weed? My mom was like I’ve been with this kid for a week. All she's done is
throw up, like that's not the case. That's not what's happening here. He’s like well you
wouldn't know if your daughter was and she's just like, she was getting frustrated because
they were not doing what they need to do so… it was really hard, because I had to be
home in [hometown] for like a month with nobody believing something was wrong with
me and I couldn't go back to school and I couldn't figure out what was wrong, and I was
trying to finish my first semester in Grad school, and I just felt like everything was going
wrong… It was terrifying. Like it got so bad that I had lost like over 20 pounds in the
span of like a month and I was just tired. I had medical problems before, but I had never
experienced anything to that degree, and I really just didn't know like what was going to
happen to me at that point, so it was insane to see it happen like that.
Imani reported that she was scared and frustrated that no one would believe her. Because of this
medical scare, her education suffered. During this time, she had two faculty that said she needed
to seek accommodations. They said, “you need to do, you need to go home, you need to get
better.” These faculty were very supportive and helped her complete her assignments. However,
this made her feel as if she were letting the faculty down. She said, “I really, really didn't want
her to think less of me.” She had to work through all the medical and psychological implications
of this experience. She was still dealing with the aftereffects at the time of data collection.

SEEING OUR VOICES

86

Educational Success. Imani defined educational success as a “stepping stone.” A
stepping stone that would allow her to do the things she wanted to do in her life. She described
herself as an independent person. She saw education as a way to expand her independence and
ensure that she could select the career path she wanted and continue advocating for herself and
others. Through her program, she has been able to learn and grow in this space. She reported that
it was a “cathartic” experience that “no one could take from [her].” She would continue to grow,
and that growth was educational success. At the same time, she believed educational success was
a means to an end, similar to how Monica (below) described educational success. Imani said
educational success is “just to get you where you want to go, to the position that you want to be
in.” She believed success in education meant fulfilling the requirements needed of you, even if
they go away from the path that you set out for yourself, in order to get the degree and land the
career that she wanted.
Monica
“What can I do for you? How can I help you get to this next point? I live my life that way, not
because I’m trying to bring some more shine upon myself, because it literally gives me life to see
someone thriving in what they want to do with their life.”
Monica is a first-generation doctoral candidate in human and community development
with a certificate in university teaching. Monica has a master’s and bachelor’s in social work
from two different institutions. She is a licensed social worker. She has maintained an average
3.7 GPA. Monica is an out-of-state student from the inner-city who has recently moved back
home largely due to the constraints of COVID-19. Monica has engaged with many organizations
on campus. She has volunteered, taught courses, and worked as a doctoral fellow. Monica has
survived childhood maltreatment and recent losses of loved ones, including a treasured mentor.
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Meeting Monica. I first met Monica in January 2020 during an advanced qualitative
class. We were classmates and partnered during a project due to our similar interests in critical
theories. After that class, we would see each other at similar functions discussing diversity,
equity, and inclusion on campus, areas for which we share a passion. We did not have any other
classes together as Monica soon discovered she wanted to study in a different field.
At the start of the second phase of my study, I reached out to Monica for her help
advertising my study through her network as she was very well-known and respected with
students on campus, especially within the Black community. She responded with interest in
participating herself. She also immediately became an ally in helping me find more coresearchers. She helped send out the flyer for this study and encouraged me to reach out to
certain individuals on campus that fit my sample and she believed would add value.
Collegiate Journey. During the focus group, Monica submitted two photos to discuss.
Both photos were very personal to her. Each depicted an important person who has helped her
succeed in her education, whom she has since lost. For one of her submissions, she details the
relationship and loss of her mentor, see Figure 16 in the Shared Experience #2 in Chapter 6. This
photo is particularly important to her journey because she lost her mentor a week before joining
this study and two weeks before defending her dissertation proposal. She was in mourning and
not only still completing her own work, but helping other Black women advance in their work, as
well. She ultimately had to reschedule her proposal defense in order to properly grieve for her
mentor, but she did successfully defend her proposal a few weeks after his passing. At the time
of this study, she was beginning her search for co-researchers for a phenomenological study on
the experiences of Black students at PWIs.

SEEING OUR VOICES

88

Monica’s collegiate journey began in August 2007 studying social sciences with a minor
in American Ethnic studies in Kansas. During this time, she became a sorority sister with Alpha
Kappa Alpha28, joined many student organizations, and became a McNair Scholar29. From 20162017, she earned a second bachelor’s degree in social work degree from Kansas. About her
undergraduate career, she reported that she was not an excellent student. She did not get straight
As, but she was able to do what she needed to complete her education. Unfortunately, she lost an
aunt while pursuing her second degree. This loss hurt her deeply because “she was loving, caring
and encouraging during my entire life. She supported me during all of my academic endeavors
and losing her really shook me and changed my life. Losing her had a deep effect on the
remainder of my academic career.” She felt grief at her passing and guilt for being away from
her to attend school. Monica explains this loss in a photovoice submission, see Figure 6 below.
Figure 6
Monica’s Losing my Auntie Lessie photo and submission

28

First intercollegiate historically Black sorority, founded in 1908
Program designed to prepare first-generation students with financial need or historically underrepresented
undergraduate students for doctoral programs through research and scholarly activity
29
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In 2017-2018 Monica received her Master of Social Work with an emphasis in Military
social work from Park University. After applying to a few doctoral programs, she was admitted
to her current institution with an offer of a full scholarship from the diversity office. However,
when Monica arrived on campus, that offer was no longer available. She details this experience
below,
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I got that call on July the 12th [the acceptance call], I rolled into town on the first of
August, with just my clothes in my car, no job, no apartment. And you know my parents
think I’m absolutely crazy, and so I was like yeah I thought I was fine, I’ll figure
something out and they were just, you know, the [institution recruiter] basically said,
‘you know you get accepted then we'll put you in our scholars program. We cover your
tuition and your living expenses.’ I said, ‘Okay, well, we can do that’… So, I showed
up… went directly up to the [DEI Office] looking for [institution recruiter], went up there
[Sarah - alias] was working there she says ‘Oh, [institution recruiter] doesn't work here
anymore. [VP of DEI Office] is in his position’ and I said, ‘well I don't know her, but
[institution recruiter] said that I was going to be a scholars fellow. I got emails to prove it,
don't try to play me, you know’ and … So, so she goes into [VP of DEI Office] office,
and she comes back and she told me ‘she wants to talk to you.’ Okay, so I go in there, I
tell her the situation she says, ‘okay, well he doesn't work here anymore.’ I said, ‘yeah I
know that.’ She was like ‘yeah so I don't know what he offered you but that doesn't really
have anything to do with me. We've already like closed our acceptance of scholars.’ So I
said, ‘Ma’am, my clothes are in my car. I drove from [hometown] today.’ And she's like
‘okay, um, I’m sorry, I don’t know what to tell you,’ and I was just like livid.
Because Monica believed she had a better scholarship, she withdrew her application and
scholarship award from another university. Upon arriving at her current university without
money, without a scholarship, and without a place to live, she resorted to living with an older
sorority sister she had just met the day she came into town. She said, “in my mind I’m like well
she is a stranger but then you're homeless though so like whatever.” This sorority sister
recommended that she reach out to the graduate office for help. The graduate office provided an
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emergency need waiver to pay her tuition, but Monica still had to pay insurance and books. She
reported that she used every dollar that she had to get her bill down to less than $1,000, the
threshold she would need to be under to not get dropped from classes. She was now living in a
stranger’s home with no money.
Monica needed to find a job and due to a shortage of social workers, she landed a job at
the university’s hospital on her second day in town. However, due to the stress of this job, she
did not retain to her 90-day probation period30. Luckily, a few days after turning in her
resignation, she received a message from a friend inviting her to apply to a graduate assistantship
with the equity office under the diversity office. She immediately said yes, and reached out to the
position’s recruiter, Mary [alias]. She interviewed and accepted the job offer. She believed this
assistantship would meet many of her needs, but she was not prepared for what happened once
she was in the position. She explained this experience as such:
I reached out to Mary, set up the interview, then I get a message from [VP of the diversity
office]’s assistant. He was like ‘I wanted to set up a meeting between you and [VP of
diversity office],’ so I’m like ‘what the hell else can she do? She already got me living
out here living in these mountains, what else do you want from me?’ and so I said, ‘what
is this regarding?’ He was like ‘well, you know you're being accepted into the scholar
program and she saw that you're going to interview with Mary for GA position, but she
also needs the GA and so she wants to interview tomorrow’ and I was like ‘is this some
kind of joke?’ I said ‘okay, I’ll be there tomorrow,’ so I went, and I interviewed with her.
She was like ‘I know you have an interview coming up with Mary and so it's really your
choice, like you know if you get extended the offer there, which one you want to take or

Monica’s experience with the university’s hospital is discussed in the Seeking Help section of Shared Experience
#3 in Chapter 6
30
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whatever.’ so okay, I’ll keep that in consideration… So you know my interview with
Mary, it went amazing, loved her, like I was like oh yeah, so this is something that's an
extension of my work as a social worker … I’ve already been the assistant to the chief
diversity officer, I did that, at [former institution]. So that wasn’t new info for me, so you
know her being the person she is didn't have, it has weight to me saying no but I was like
I’m not learning anything extra here. So, I took the job with Mary. My first day of work,
[VP of diversity office] walks by and goes ‘hey congratulations on your position.’ I was
like ‘yeah, I appreciate you being understanding, you know I just felt like this was more
growth, like more area for growth.’ She goes ‘you know, it's fine. That's fine you want to
work for Mary like because you know Mary works for me, so no matter what you still
work for me’ and I was like, ‘Okay, girl, okay, well that's okay.’ So, I’m at work and I
get pulled into the office in this conference room with the other people that work on the
equity team and the prevention team, and the door gets shut … Mary is not there, though,
and so [they say] ‘Mary is on administrative leave indefinitely. So [Monica] you now
work for [Cathy – alias] … Yeah, I never saw Mary again… So, I became the GA that
did all, be all, showed up for all. Planned all the MLK like day on day off, did all the
Black – I’m supposed to be working with the prevention team. Oh, I did that, too, I was
became magically a GTA, but I didn’t get the GTA pay though. But I became a GTA I
guess. I’m helping with the service-learning classes for the peer advocates and then I’m
doing - I mean it was, I was working well beyond my 20. And it got to the point where
one of the equity staff members himself, [Stan – alias] was like ‘you, you can't work
more than 20 hours.’ And I’m like, ‘I work way more than 20 hours.’ He's like, ‘no, by
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law like you can't. You’re not supposed to be doing that.’ I said ‘well, what are we going
to do?’ I didn't last there more than a semester.
After leaving the graduate assistantship with the diversity office, she had to discover alternative
means of funding. She became an adjunct instructor, earned grant funding, and became a
Southern Region Education Award Fellow (SREB) 31, which offered her dedicated funding for
five years. Unfortunately, she reported that once the diversity office became aware of her
additional funding for the SREB award, her funding from the scholar program was reduced for
eleven thousand a year to $500. Upon seeing this change in her account, Monica requested a
meeting with the VP of the diversity office. After several failed attempts to reach the VP and her
assistant, Monica was allowed a 15-minute phone call. During this call she asked why her
funding was reduced without notice. She asked, “Why am I living once again hand to mouth,
because you didn't have the courtesy to send me an email? Didn't have the courtesy to email me
back or return my phone calls and now I have a 15-minute phone call. That's all you have for
me?” She said, “you could have at least said something I could have got a job I could have done
something, but now I am left with taking out loans and I’m a fellow.” Monica was deeply hurt by
this reduction and asked the diversity office to take back the $500. To the diversity office she
said, “you can keep your $500. I’ll find another way. Remove me from scholar program
completely so that when I get this degree and I succeed, it will not have anything from your
office on it… They removed it. They took it out, took the money out.” Monica was deeply hurt
by this event. She could not fathom why someone who was meant to help students would be so
harmful towards her, especially from someone who looked like her [the VP was a Black
woman].

31

Doctoral scholars program that provides a multi-layer support system for doctoral Students of Color
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Outside of financial hardships, Monica reported problems with building connections
within her current university. When she first arrived, she joined student associations and
diversity and inclusion working groups. She helped with graduate office events. She became a
“token” that everyone on campus used, without receiving money or adequate recognition.
Because the institution was unable to provide a welcome environment, she built her own. She
created a GroupMe channel for Black and African American graduate students on campus to
connect. Every time she saw a Black student on campus, she would personally stop them and add
them to the channel. Once the graduate office heard about the GroupMe channel, they requested
the membership list, which she refused to provide. She reported,
I said, “no. I’m not doing your job for you, like no. It's your job to connect the
graduates,” and I said, “I don't know if these people want to hear from you and giving
you their information without their permission. So, if you want to find them, you go on a
scavenger hunt, okay? Because I found these people myself and put them in there and
then they found people and put them in there and then those found people. Like y'all
didn't have any mechanism to do this.”
After these experiences, Monica reported that she became detached. She quit engaging with
institutional organizations or programming. She did not want to be anyone’s “token” anymore.
Because of this lack of connection and the impacts of enduring COVID-19 alone and away from
home, Monica decided to move back to Kansas 32. Even after moving back home, Monica
continued t connect with a majority of Black women graduate students on campus. With this
group, Monica has organized meetings, study sessions, and self-care retreats.

32
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More about Monica’s decision to move in the Mental Health Impacts section in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter
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Educational Success. Similar to Imani, Monica described educational success, or being
successful in education, as “getting [her] from point A to point B.” She reported being taught
from a very early age to work hard, “to get the A, to follow the syllabus to get an A.” She said,
‘you follow the directions and get the A. If you write the paper, ‘this is the right way’ but if your
teacher tells you to do it a different way you change what you feel is right to what you feel like
the teacher wants it just to get the A.” However, Monica does not believe the methods for
learning engaged her in her work or in her life. She said, education is “not about what you carry
away from the class that you can apply to your life.” Instead, Monica believes that educational
success is getting out what you need from a class, or instructor, or from a school to get you
where you need or want to go. She said,
This is a means to an end… You give these people what they want, and somehow along
the way, hopefully, you gain what you can carry into your career… So, my academic
career is, did it get me to where I’m trying to end up… Did I gain something from this
process that I can take with me be a better education in the future, a better researcher in
the future. So, to me, I feel like success is none of the stuff in the middle, like the awards
and all whatever they give you. Recognition is nice, but the thing is that if none of that
gets me to my end then it doesn’t matter… It’s nice to hear your name called, but the real
name call is on the other end of the stage. Give me my job and pay me what I’m worth on
paper. That’s the biggest thing for academic success to me, is getting me across this
bridge… to get me to where I’m trying to be.
In addition, Monica described how important it was for her to help others succeed -how much
she was willing to help others get from point A to point B, which is why those that failed her in
her education were so hurtful. She could not understand why people are put in positions of help
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would be so harmful to her, because she has spent her educational and professional life helping
others. “Where I am from, we look out for each other, all we do is look out for each other. Like
we are going to figure this out.” That was not the reaction she got upon coming to this university,
and they hurt her. “Hurt big time.”
Tiessa
“Y’all can bet on who you want to bet on, but I’m betting on me. I’ll bet on me every time.”
Tiessa is a first-generation doctoral student in public health sciences. Tiessa has a
bachelor’s degree in public health from the same college. She has maintained an average 4.0
GPA. Tiessa is an in-state student. Her hometown is in a rural county a few hours away, which
she refers to as “up the holler.” She has engaged with several college organizations, worked as a
dean’s ambassador and graduate assistant, and completed numerous research projects. Tiessa has
survived childhood maltreatment and losses of loved ones.
Meeting Tiessa. I first conversed with Tiessa over email when she expressed interest in
this study after receiving an email about it. She had personal interest in the subject matter and
“admired” my desire to do this work. We met for the first time via Zoom in late March of 2022
during the study’s initial training session. During the focus group session, she was one of the first
co-researchers to detail her journey and express how she shared experiences with others within
the group. After the focus group session, I asked Tiessa for an interview due to her unique
experience as a Black woman from rural Appalachia. She discussed how her rural upbringing
shaped her education throughout this study.
Collegiate Journey. Tiessa submitted two photos for this study. One photo depicts her
childhood in rural Appalachia, or “up the holler.” This experience has made her feel out of place
upon coming to her current institution. She reported not feeling aligned with other Black
students. She reported having to overcome the stigma of “being dumb” because she is from the

SEEING OUR VOICES

97

country. She explained that her position and background fueled her success, (see more in Figure
20 in Shared Experience #4 below). Her second photo was a depiction of her graduation cap
from her bachelor’s degree. This photo sets the stage for the collegiate experiences that she
shared, (see Figure 9 in the Overcoming Adversity section in Shared Experience #2 in Chapter 6
below).
Tiessa began her bachelor’s degree in 2015 as a nursing student. Unfortunately, Tiessa
experienced a major depressive attack, which required her to leave school33. After this
experience, she had difficulty re-enrolling. She said, “it took me so long to go back to school
after that. I would literally, I would relapse every time it was time to start school again.” She
returned to the nursing program in 2016, and quickly switched majors. She retained in the
nursing program for less than a year. She described this experience as traumatizing. She felt like
a number to the program and not an actual person. She said “nursing just brought up all those
feelings of when I was a child, like, I was rejected. They also, you know, they made me feel like
I wasn't good enough.” After this experience, she changed her major to public health with an
emphasis in community and population health. After an uncomfortable incident with an advisor,
who later apologized, she fell in love with the public health program and the support that she
received there. About her experience with the public health school, she said,
They did a better job though with not triggering more trauma responses. Once I got there
and was actually with the faculty and was talking, I was open with them about what I’d
experienced as a kid, you know. They didn't look at me differently. They, you know,
accommodated me as needed, which is so important. It was so important. So, public
health saved me, you know, because education was all I knew. It was my only way out

33

See more about Tiessa’s mental health and itself impacts on her education in Mental Health in Chapter 6
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and I felt like I was the door to how I was going to escape my past and my educational
experience at the nursing school, but they [current school] saved me with how they
treated me. How they could understand some of the things I’ve been through and why I
was the way I was.
She graduated from public health with honors in 2019. She was a Promise34 and Shenandoah35
scholarship recipient. During this time, she engaged with many organizations on campus,
tutored, volunteered, maintained an on-campus job, and became an undergraduate research
assistant. At the end of her undergraduate career, she won the undergraduate research
symposium in the health sciences category. She became a program assistant and doctoral student
in public health in 2020.
At the time of this study, Tiessa was in the second year of her doctoral program and
working as a graduate research assistant. She has published and presented papers. She was still in
her coursework but plans to complete her dissertation on the adverse childhood effects for those
with mothers who have substance use disorders.
Educational Success. Coming from a family who valued education, Tiessa believes that
educational success is more than just a grade. It is “whenever you are able to obtain actual
knowledge… it’s when you are able to be in an environment and it’s almost like you’re nurturing
your brain.” Tiessa believed that those that base educational success on just a grade “lose so
much sight of what we actually are supposed to be knowing.” A grade does not tell a student
how much they know. She explained that, in her experience, she has interacted with students that
were fantastic on paper but were unable to comprehend the content or expand on its meaning.

34

Scholarship issued by the government awarded to in-state residents who maintain an average 3.0 on a 4.0 GPA
scale in high school
35
Scholarship issues by state government awarded to in-state residents who excel in mathematics and maintain an
average 3.0 on a 4.0 GPA scale in high school, 22 in the ACT, or 1030 in the SAT
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She explained, “your educational experience should really be tailored to make you successful in
the life you want, not just what someone is always putting on you.” Additionally, she explained
that education success is “freeing.” “You should be a different person. You should be free, more
free and more open to the world if you have educational success.” She believes it is how you
absorb the teachings and apply it to your own work or life. “If you were a sponge, how much did
you grow?”
Melissa
“I knew I wanted to achieve and complete something great while at school that would make my
parents proud, especially my mom.”
Melissa is a third-year undergraduate student in cybersecurity. She has maintained an
average 3.64 GPA. Melissa is an out-of-state student. She participated in a student organization,
continuously engages with multiple services on campus each semester, and is a work study
student. Melissa has survived childhood maltreatment and recent losses of loved ones, including
the loss of her mother during her second year.
Meeting Melissa. Melissa contacted me via email at the beginning of March 2022 after
seeing an email announcement on this study. Melissa responded quickly and was very flexible
when scheduling the initial meeting. She seemed excited and interested. She was the first coresearcher to submit photos. She initially accepted the focus group session but did not attend the
session or reply to subsequent emails.
Photovoice Submissions. Melissa submitted three photos. One photo became a trigger
photo during the focus group session, see Figure 17 in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6. This
discussed the microaggressions she experienced while working as a work study student. She did
not feel she was being treated fairly and ultimately had to leave this job. The co-researchers were
able to relate to this experience, as discussed in the Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6. Her
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second submission shows a picture of herself and her father jumping for joy in front of an iconic
building on campus during her first year in school, see Figure 12 in Shared Experience #1 in
Chapter 6. She explains that her father is an alum of the college and wishes to make him and her
mother proud of her. Her last photo, shown is Figure 14 in the Shared Experience #3 in Chapter
6 shows a visual of the value coin 36 that she received from her engineering school. In this
narrative, she mentioned the struggles she has been through, including the loss of her mother,
and how school has been difficult. However, despite these obstacles, she was able to do well, so
well that she received an award. She said, “I have no idea how I have made it this far in my
college education but I’m going to keep on pushing until I obtain this degree.”
Janet
“That is when I made the decision to become a leader on campus, a leader that people can
depend on and one that kept her word. I immersed myself in learning how to become not only a
better person but a better leader.”
Janet is a senior student in aerospace engineering. She has maintained an average 2.6
GPA. Janet is an out-of-state student from Maryland. She has participated in numerous student
organizations and engaged with services across campus. Janet also launched a successful hair
business for fellow Black students while completing her education. Janet has survived the loss of
loved ones, including her sister that passed during her third year.
Meeting Janet. Janet contacted me via email after seeing the study’s flyer from a
professor. She responded with excitement and shared the study amongst her friends. Janet
scheduled to attend the training session. However, due to scheduling conflicts, she missed the
training session with the group. As an alternative, I met with her virtually the day after the
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Institutional program that recognizes employees who embody the institutional values

SEEING OUR VOICES

101

training session to go over the study and photovoice. She was interested and seemed excited to
complete the study.
Photovoice Submissions. Janet submitted three photos for the study. One photo discusses
her hair and her navigation through society as a Black woman, see Figure 15 in Shared
Experience #2 section in Chapter 6. This photo, along with the other photos of Black hair,
became the topic of discussion during the focus group session. Janet discussed feeling confident
in her own skin and not minimizing who she is because others may not understand. Her second
photo aligns with this central idea, see Figure 19 in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6. In her
second photo, she discussed her shoes and how they made her unique and connected with her
sister. She discussed how difficult returning to school was after the passing of her sister. She was
not mentally prepared, but she pushed herself. She hoped her sister would be proud. Her last
photo detailed her journey to become a leader on campus, see Figure 10 in Shared Experience #1
in Chapter 6. She struggled to find people who were truly there to help her at the institution.
Because she had difficulty finding help, she decided to become a leader herself, in her education
and as a hairdresser for fellow Black women on campus. She said, “That is when I made the
decision to become a leader on campus, a leader that people can depend on and one that kept her
word,” and “I started my hair business because you know I wanted girls on campus to feel good
about yourself.”
Alexis
“I've been telling people at this point I’m like, if you need me to be the villain in the story, so you
got peace at night, Honey, all I ask is that you make me a good one. Big, bad, burly, I don't care.
That's all I ask. Make me a good one.”
Alexis is a second-year doctoral student studying sociology of religion. Alexis has a
Master of Public Administration, a bachelor’s in marketing, and certificates in higher education
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and women and gender studies. She has maintained a 3.84 GPA. Alexis is an out-of-state, firstgeneration student from southern Virginia. During her education, Alexis has acted as a tutor,
volunteered, conducted research, and works as a doctoral fellow. Alexis has survived a serious
accident and sexual assault.
Meeting Alexis. Alexis and I interacted on multiple occasions during COVID-19. All the
interactions were virtual with many other people, so we were never formally introduced.
However, because we have similar interests around diversity, inclusion, and the advancement of
Black students in academia, we interact in the same circles frequently.
Alexis contacted me via email in response to the study announcement. She was
interested in the study, but after learning more about the study requirements, she decided she did
not have the time during the school year. However, due to the small number of co-researchers
engaged with this study, I reached back out to Alexis when the semester was over. She readily
agreed. We completed her initial meeting over email. She officially met with me for the first time
during the focus group session.
Photovoice Submissions. Alexis submitted five photographs for this study. Her first
photo, Figure 7 shown below, depicts her motivation for enrolling in graduate school. She wishes
to advocate for human rights by encouraging fellow college students to become advocates and
educate themselves on important matters. She believed that the youth are going to change the
world and believed that she will be able to help.
Figure 7
Alexis’ Yard Sign Photovoice
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Alexis’ second and third photos, along with her discussion in the focus group, highlight
the need for support systems, see Figure 13 in the Social Support section of Shared Experience
#1 in Chapter 6. As an out-of-state student who entered a new institution during COVID-19, she
lacks the support she may have been able to create if institutional services and events were fully
functioning. On top of the lack of opportunities for social adjustment, Alexis was further
troubled by the lack of Black students in her classes. During the focus group she said,
There's not a whole lot of Black students at this University… it's also the longer I've been
here to be single, Black, and here's the thing, I’m country so like that's not even the
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hardest part of this for me, but the country I’m from there's more people that look like us,
you know and so it's like to be single and Black in [state] and this to be one of the more “
progressive or liberal” parts of this state and to come in the middle of a pandemic, like
right in the heart of it when I got here, only thing I had was that group chat [Black
doctoral student GroupMe chat developed by Monica] like that was it. There were no
restaurants open. There was no steps shows happening. There was no like you know
Black people cook out, like that was not a thing and so obviously the pandemic is not the
[institution’s] fault, but at the same time, it made a huge difference in terms of like my
own, mental health here.
This lack of connection made adjustment within this university very difficult, which resulted in
Alexis making the decision to finish her dissertation virtually upon completion of her
coursework37.
Alexis’ third and fourth pictures provide more details on her mental health journey. In
addition to the stress engendered through a lack of social network, Alexis suffered from high
functioning anxiety. This resulted in over performing, which would cause her to burnout38. She
discussed her mental health challenges in her third and fourth photovoice submissions and during
the focus group session in detail. In her third photovoice, she described how she was unable to
celebrate her accomplishments because of her mental health, see Figure 8 below.
Figure 8
Alexis’ Graduation Stole Photovoice

37
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More on Alexis’ experience and decision to relocate in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6
More on Alexis’ mental health journey in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6
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Alexis’ final submission not only discusses her mental health, but the impacts of trauma
on her education and life. Like Imani, Alexis is a survivor of sexual assault. She detailed this
experience and how she overcame that trauma in her photovoice. While learning to cope with her
experience, her mother, who had worked as a social worker in a domestic violence shelter and is
now a school counselor, did not believe her. This made her recovery more difficult because she
was being negatively impacted by her support system39. Not only did she not have adequate
support during her experience, but the support that she did have let her down. She explained this
further in Figure 11 in Shared Experience #1 in Chapter 6.
Summary
This chapter provided the co-researcher profiles for the six co-researchers of the second
phase. This chapter used photovoice, interviews, and focus group discussions to build the co-
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More on this experience in Shared Experience #3 in Chapter 6
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researcher profiles. Four of the co-researchers were out-of-state. Five of the co-researchers were
first-generation. Two of the co-researchers were non-traditional age students. Four of the coresearchers were graduate students, one student was a senior in undergraduate, and one was in
her third year of undergraduate school. All co-researchers were actively engaged with the
institution, whether through academic work or extracurricular activities. Each co-researcher
discussed their own stories, but there were similar experiences that we discovered during the
focus group sessions.
Chapter 6 discussed the shared experiences of the co-researchers in the second phase.
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Chapter 6 – Data Collection Phase Findings
“Using myself to create more knowledge and research it's freed
me and healed me every time… pain demands to be felt.”
- Tiessa, Data Collection Phase Co-researcher, 2022

As presented in the Chapter 5 above, six co-researchers engaged with this study. The six
individual profiles can be found in the chapter above. This chapter presents the shared
experiences of those six individuals.
After several weeks of picture gathering, a focus group discussion, and one-on-one
interviews, four shared experiences were showcased to best represent the educational journeys of
the trauma-affected Black women of this study. Associated image, photovoice narratives, and
descriptions of their experiences are presented below. All other images from this study can be
found in Appendix M. All images are original and have not been retouched or censored.
Shared Experiences
The four shared experiences included: (1) resiliency and persistence, (2) mental health,
(3) hypervisibility, and (4) first-generation and out-of-state students. The resiliency and
persistence section discusses the stories of the participants and what behaviors or people have
impacted their resiliency. The mental health section discusses their experiences with mental
health and such challenges have impacted their educational journeys. The third section discusses
how hyper visible the participants bodies and actions are within predominantly white spaces.
Lastly, the final chapter examines the experiences of the participants who identify as firstgeneration and out-of-state.
Experience 1: Resiliency: “I don't even know if its resilience as much as it is survival” - Tiessa
Throughout the focus group session, interviews, and in many of the photovoice
narratives, the co-researchers discussed persistence, also calling it survival, resiliency, or grit. In
order to persist, each co-researcher used varying mechanisms to succeed with the PWI and
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within their everyday lives, just as resiliency theory suggests (Kim & Hargrove, 2013; Ledesma,
2014). The co-researchers discussed pieces of their individual stories and how those experiences
impacted them. Each co-researcher discussed the institutional and social support or lack thereof
that impacted their journey. Despite numerous barriers, each co-researcher discussed the ability
to persist and push past adversity. Furthermore, almost every co-researcher discussed the mental
exhaustion that resulted from navigating these spaces. This section discusses the shared
experience of resiliency and persistence. Lastly, three of the co-researchers discussed what
resiliency means and how this idea can be potentially detrimental. There are three subsidiary
shared experiences, (a) co-researchers’ resiliency and overcoming adversity, (b) social support,
and (c) mental health. However, mental health became such a large concept that Experience#2
discusses mental health.
Resiliency and Overcoming Adversity. Many of the co-researchers do not necessarily see
themselves as resilient but rather doing what needs to be done to survive. As Imani said, “I have
always been a person that has wanted to be independent and wanted to be able to do things on
my own.” Monica lives in a state of “detachment” to reach her goals. Each co-researchers
utilized different coping techniques and behaviors to reach their goals, even if they are unaware
of that resiliency. Additionally, most of the co-researchers were able to push past their adversity
to see the positives in their situations. This correlates with research that suggests students with
positive attitudes and mindsets tend to be more resilient (Cooker, 2003; Thomas et al., 2009).
To illustrate, Tiessa, Monica, Imani, and Alexis discussed how their experiences helped
them push forward. Although her experiences have been traumatic, Monica said,
Adversity shouldn't have to come for us to succeed. I wouldn't wish my circumstances on
anybody or trauma on anybody for them to be successful, but on the other hand, the
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absence of adversity causes some deficit in character. People that have never struggled
for anything or work for anything get real entitled and privileged to the point where it's a
deficit. And so, I am kind of on, I don’t know… I’ve been homeless, when I’ve been
broke. I’ve been hungry. I’ve been all these things, as many as these people disappointed
me. It doesn't compare to the level of disappointment that I’ve experienced prior to this.
Monica was able to persevere because “it doesn't compare to the level of disappointment that
I’ve experienced prior to this.” She knows she can make it because of the experiences she has
survived. Alexis reported similar experiences stating she has “gone through too much hell to not
make it to heaven” within her program. She has gone through too much and worked too hard to
not reach her educational goals.
Figure 9
Tiessa’s Graduation Cap Photovoice
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Tiessa believes her “education can really change lives.” Her journey has informed her
work. About her education she said, it “allows me to break shackles and really escaped my
shame, because I know for a long time, I was also ashamed of being a drug addict’s daughter,
however, once I got an education start learning about maternal substance use and shifting using
myself to create more knowledge and research it's freed me and healed me every time.” After
encouragement from a mentor, she realized that “pain demands to be felt” and found “a way of
how to turn my pain into my work.” This experience is explained further in Figure 9 above. She
is now working of her dissertation, which is designed to further the research of adverse
childhood effects of those with mothers who have substance use disorder. Without her trauma
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and ensuing journey, she would not be doing this work. Additionally, she believes in her work
and her abilities to conduct this work. She explained,
My big thing is [I] always say like y'all can bet on who you want to bet on, but I’m
betting on me. I’ll bet on me, every time. Because I think one, overcoming my major
depressive disorder … I felt like I could conquer anything after that. It was the hardest
thing ever happened in my life so, that was one, but sometimes I question my own
resilience and I don't even know if its resilience as much as it is survival. So, I feel as
though a lot of my persistence and ability to succeed has been to save myself, so I can
keep surviving and survive in the way I want to… So that is you know, a biggie for me,
but also there's a lot of learning. I think believing in yourself because even though
sometimes imposter syndrome tells me things, at the end of the day, like I said I know I
can do it. Like it's very much in my head like I can do it, I know I can do it, I have a lot
of confidence in my abilities in academia, maybe not in other areas, but I know I can
produce there… when it comes to the resilience and things, I never really think about it. I
feel like it has to be done.
She has built her confidence over time to persist and handle the strain 40 PWIs have on
marginalized students.
Similarly, Imani is using her voice and education to advance the voices of those with
share experiences through political campaigning. She said, “I would like to continue working in
political advocacy and in campaign organizing and grassroots organizing. I feel like for me it's
been kind of a cathartic experience, where I’ve gotten to learn how to be a better advocate, learn

40

More information on mental health strain and handling that strain in the Mental Health section of Chapter 6
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how to advocate for myself and for other people.” Like Imani, Janet is using her voice to help
others advance by being a leader on campus, as explained in Figure 10 below.
Figure 10
Janet’s Dry Erase Board Photovoice

Lastly, three of the co-researchers described engaging in cathartic activities to persist or
unwind after a bad day or experience. For example, Imani described using cosplay as a coping
mechanism. She said,
I also really enjoy like doing makeup and cosplay and so like that's another one thing that
I just do in my free time, but I feel like is a good way for me to express myself and to just
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like enjoy my time it's kind of like, I don't know if you've watched Euphoria, but with her
talking about Cassie taking like four hours just to get ready with yourself and how you
feel so at peace. I kind of feel like that when I’m pampering myself or doing my makeup
or getting into cosplay.
Janet also described using makeup, hair, and accessories to show her personality and find peace
with herself while navigating different environments. In addition, Alexis detailed her emotional,
physical, and psychological journey after recovering from sexual assault and a Title IX case. She
detailed this experience in her photovoice submission,
For all of these situations, the gym is what saved me. At the beginning of 2020 (before
the world shut down), I started 6a boxing classes, doing Pilates, running, and taking yoga
classes. I didn’t know anything about boxing and I’m sure my instructor thought I was
crazy because I just showed up, didn’t know anything about boxing and didn’t care. I
tried to learn everything he taught me and laugh the whole time. I started to feel alive
again and like I wasn’t helpless. Like life wasn’t over. Here in [state], the gym on
campus was closed my first semester so I joined the local Planet Fitness and every day I
left the gym, I felt stronger. More powerful. It was the only thing that kept me from
losing my mind completely. In addition to dealing with the narcissist and trying to adjust
to being back in school, the political climate was continuing to devolve; the 2020 election
and the insurrection had my anxiety levels through the roof, and I wasn’t sleeping. So, I
used the gym to calm my mind and tire me out so I could sleep at night. I could put on
my headphones and hop on the treadmill and drown out the noise of real life. It was
meditation for me. There wasn’t a horrible political climate while I was at the gym. There
wasn’t a crazy man trying to find me while I was at the gym. I could just work out and
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listen to my music. He couldn’t scare me anymore or get to me. He couldn’t keep me
from living my life and thriving here even though I didn’t have community and I didn’t
have my family here with me.
Because Alexis was away from home and navigating COVID-19, she was unable to make
connections and find support that she needed on her own. As a result, she turned to physical
activities to exhaust her body and mind. This helped her find peace. This activity helped her feel
stronger and gain back power over her life, which resulted in a renewed energy towards her
education. See more on Alexis’ experience in Figure 11 below.
Figure 11
Alexis’ Gym Bag Photovoice
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The ability of each co-researcher to push past adversity directly aligns with resiliency
research. Some co-researchers utilized internal and external protective factors (Kim & Hargrove,
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2013), embodied positive attitudes which allowed them to push through the concrete ceilings of
academia (Thomas et al., 2009), and maintained a positive habitus (Dumais, 2002) that allowed
them to use their experiences to better others and the world.
Lastly, a few of the co-researchers questioned the word “resiliency.” As mentioned
above, many of the co-researchers do not necessarily see themselves as resilient but rather doing
what needs to be done to survive -to live the life they want to live. Tiessa believed that resiliency
is really just survival. She stated, “sometimes I question my own resilience and I don't even
know if its resilience as much as it is survival. I feel as though a lot of my persistence and ability
to succeed has been to save myself, so I can keep surviving.” Similarly, Monica was
“indifferent” to the word resiliency, or grit as she called it. She believed a balance of detachment
and attachment with people, institutions, and systems have kept her going. She said, “I'm
detached enough to where I’m like, ‘you're not about to exploit me,’ so I’m literally just trying to
live in that in between. That's what keeps me going and finishing this degree.” Alexis agreed:
I think that's just my complicated relationship with the word resiliency and with grit. It's
like, who are we as Black people? Who are we as Black women? If we don't make, you
know, our bread and butter being resilient and our ability to overcome. I guess I'm just
kind of tired of that. At the same time, it's true. I understand that a lot of the reason that
any of us are able to get to where we are is because we have the ability to withstand.
That's a given… You have to have this to withstand what is coming at you in America…
Trying to survive in a world that was not built for me, was not made for me, and trying to
grind us up and spit us out. This is not the same thing as resiliency to me… But I think I
want it framed in a way that places blame where it belongs, which is on white supremacy,
which is on patriarchy, which is on systemic oppression, not on our individual ability to
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be magic, you know, or superhuman in some form or fashion. I'm not superhuman. I'm
tired as hell.
Questioning the word “resilient” and the meaning that it can engender, places further blame and
consequence on the individual, at least according to Monica and Alexis. “We are not broken
forms of whiteness,” said Alexis. Black people, especially Black women are not superhuman,
even with stereotypes that depict them as such, for example the Strong Black Woman mantra
(Romero, 2000).
Social Support. As Brofennbrenner’s ecology theory suggests, the context of a student’s
environment is essential to their development and persistent (Evans et al., 2010). One’s
environment can be particularly impactful for Black students in predominantly white spaces
(Oseguera, 2018; Turner, 1994). This phenomenon is true for the co-researchers in this study.
This subsidiary shared experience focuses on each co-researchers’ microsystem and how those
systems impact them both negatively and positively.
First, family support systems were discussed by each co-researcher throughout the study
in a variety of different ways and contexts. Although in some reported stories family pressure
became too heavy and exhausting in relation to the hypervisibility of their bodies41 or their
mental health42, each co-researcher reported that their families supported their goals and enabled
them to persist. Tiessa, Alexis, and Melissa had educators or alumni in their families that pushed
their educational success. Alexis reported having “family members who are educators like
assistant superintendent, superintendents, principles of schools” that pushed her to do well.
Tiessa had aunts and a grandfather that pushed for her to be educated. Melissa discussed how her
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42

More about this experience in the Expectations Reinforced by Family within Experience#3.
More about this experience in the Mental Health Impacts within Experience#2.
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drive to succeed came from her desire to make her parents proud, see Figure 12 below. Table 3
below provides additional co-researcher responses on familial support.
Figure 12
Melissa’s Joy with Dad Photovoice

Table 3
Co-researcher Responses on Family Support
Co-researcher
Response
Imani
I owe some of my success to my sister, without her support I wouldn’t be
where I am. Sometimes I feel like a second mom to her. She is the only
person who has lived through the same things I have. She’s the only other
person who was adopted into the family in southern [state], so she knows my
heart, motivations, and experiences better than anyone.
Tiessa
I loved education. My aunts were teachers, so I found education to genuinely
be an escape, something enjoyable for me and plus I've been kind of given
that lens by my grandfather telling me how my education was the only thing
that no one could take away from me.
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My parents, family, church friends, and my besties. I’m a first-generation
doctoral student and one of the things that has always been important to me is
to stay connected with my family, no matter how far I climb. As we say in the
country, I don’t want to get “too big for my britches” or forget where I came
from. If I lose connection to my support system, all this work is for naught.
Janet
After she [her sister] passed I took some of hers [shoes] and wore them in her
honor. I also have her anklet, which is also in this photo. I just felt like in
class, she was there with me and gave me motivation to keep going and be
myself.
Monica
She [her aunt] was loving, caring and encouraging during my entire life. She
supported me during all of my academic endeavors and losing her really
shook me and changed my life. Losing her had a deep effect on the remainder
of my academic career… She was my comfort when times were bad and my
celebrating partner when times were good. Though it wasn’t in person, she
was with me on my doctoral journey in spirit.
Like Melissa, many of the co-researchers admitted that they strive for excellence because
Alexis

of their family, though in a different manner. Some co-researchers described experiences where
their families knew how “smart” they were, how determined they were to complete their
education, or how they would do great things. These comments and expectations, although wellintentioned, created more pressure on some of the co-researchers. Alexis shared this experience,
I care a lot about what my parents, think of me I care a lot about my family thinks of me I
don't want to embarrass my family. You know, on this whole thing, and I think that's
probably more so where it comes from, even though truth be told, I could walk away
from this PhD right now, today, nobody would blink an eye. Right they'd be like we still
love you, you still gonna do whatever like is cool but what's interesting is that um I was
playing a game with my family I think over spring break and there was this card that
came across and it was like vote for the person at the table, who you think will like
change history or like make history or something like that, and everybody voted for me
and so it's like you know and it's like, how do you deal with that, like that pressure.
In addition, Alexis discussed her support system in a photovoice submission, see Figure 13
below. Imani had a shared experience. She said, “especially since like I grew up adopted by a
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white family, and so me and my sister were seen a lot differently than the rest of my family …
my family's always been like oh Imani’s so smart, she's going to do this one day, is going to
change the world … I do feel pressure from my own family.”
Figure 13
Alexis’ Support System Photos and Narrative

In other experiences, co-researchers shared that because their family members thought so
highly of them, their accomplishments were belittled. After she shared an accomplishment with a
family member, Tiessa’s family member said, “Oh well, that's no surprise for you.” In response,
Tiessa said, “you celebrate everyone else for minor things, you support everyone else for small
things but, you know, not me.”
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Secondly, many of the co-researchers discussed informal social channels that were
developed with members internal to the institution. As research suggests, these informal channels
proved more beneficial than formal channels initiated by the college (Galatzer-Levy, 2012). For
example, Monica discussed the development of a GroupMe channel to help network with Black
students within the university. She was unable to connect with fellow Black student through
university channels, so she created the GroupMe. She said,
The group chat I made selfishly because I know these mofos are here, okay, so I don't
know where they're at and I don't know how to find them, but I’m going to start this
group chat and then just tell everybody to add, when you see a Black person then you
add. You know, put them in the thing and we can try to figure out.
Through word of mouth and the persistence of other Black students, the GroupMe channel grew
to over 90 members at the time of this study. This channel became extremely important to
Monica, Alexis, and many other Black students at the institution. Alexis said, “when I got here
[the] only thing I had was that group chat.” This aligns with Gossett’s research, which states,
"Black students often find it necessary to create their own social and cultural networks in order
to remedy their exclusion from the wider, White oriented university community" (1992, p. 29).
Due to this lack of support, Monica and Alexis decided to relocate away from the
institution and move closer to home43. Furthermore, both co-researchers stated that they would
have left institution if they were not afraid of the loss of time and credits that often occurs when
transferring institution. They have “gone through too much hell to not make it to heaven.”
Monica and Alexis may leave the area but they are “not leaving this institution till you give
[them their] papers.” This phenomenon has been explored in research whereby students find

43

More about Monica and Alexis’s decision in Experience #2 in Chapter 6
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themselves at odds with the institution. Alexis and Monica experienced a lack of fit between
their needs, interests, or preferences and those of the institution, which caused inadequate
institutional adjustment (Tinto, 1993).
Tiessa, Imani, and Janet developed informal channels with individuals within the
institution, as well. Tiessa discussed how her the dean of her college and the dean of student
success became allies for her. Her connection with the dean of student success began during a
routine visit with his office where they shared stories on being from the country. She said,
I was like well, I’m from up the holler and he said I’m from up the holler and we
instantly decided then we're like, we're family. And I mean to tell you that man has
changed my life, because we talk, talk … no code switching, just Tiessa when I’m with
him and I can tell him any issue I’m having. I meet with him almost like I meet with
therapists. We both like schedule meetings, all the time to catch up just to see how we're
doing and, yeah, he really had one of the biggest impacts on me, because he came from
where I came from.
About the dean of the school, Tiessa said,
She is kind of this Black presence that like soothes me when I’m there she reminds me of
my aunt more so… she's always been interested. She doesn't always understand
everything I’ve gone through, but she's interested, and she's seen it before. So, when I
express things, she doesn't look at me with pity. She really looks at me and she's like ‘Oh,
I know, I know’ and ‘you're going to be all right, and this is why you're gonna be all
right.’
Similarly, Imani and Janet developed social networks on their own. Imani discussed how
she developed a close relationship with people in the diversity office, both staff and student
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workers. She said, “being able to find the people of Diversity Center and have that resource in
the back of my head, like I know I can always go to these people, I know these people are
interested in the same things I am” and “those people are always there for me.”
Moreover, Janet used informal channels to develop her network. She was able to develop
relationships with other Black women across the college through the development of her hair
business. When she was unable to find a hairdresser, she taught herself hair techniques through
YouTube. Once she mastered those techniques on herself, she helped other women on campus.
She said, “I started my hair business because you know I wanted girls on campus to feel good
about yourself.” Along with this business, she became a leader on campus to help those that
looked like her. She said, “that is when I made the decision to become a leader on campus, a
leader that people can depend on and one that kept her word. I immersed myself in learning how
to become not only a better person but a better leader.”
On the other hand, inadequate formal institutional support impacted many of the coresearchers’ educational journeys. As mentioned previously, Monica developed a GroupMe
channel after several attempts to utilized formal social avenues failed. This experience was
shared by Alexis and Tiessa. Although the institution cannot be blamed for COVID-19 and the
resulting closures or lack of services, some of the co-researchers believed that the institution did
not do enough to balance this loss of connection. About creating this connection virtually,
Monica believed the institution could have done more to facilitate virtual connections. She said,
“you wouldn't even have to do it in person. You can literally put us all in an email string, put us
all CC’ed and say ‘scholars of [institution], these are the other scholars. Here are their names,
their majors, hopefully you all can connect with each other.’ All you had to do. Send an email
out every year and we would know who we are… there's no effort.” She explained further that
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Black students cannot “come here into the middle of nowhere with no husband, no kids, no dog,
no cat, no fish.” Alexis agreed stating that “you need some people” before coming here. She
added, “there's not really a setup here for a whole lot of like community building,” especially for
graduate students who naturally “get siloed into their own departments.”
At the same time, established channels were unhelpful for Imani, Melissa, and Tiessa.
For example, Tiessa’s experience with the nursing school left her isolated and marginalized.
Even while engaging in coursework or program activities, Tiessa was unable to be herself. She
was unable to talk in her normal voice, unable to make jokes. She felt like those around her were
uncomfortable or even scared to be around her. She “could feel the tension and the energy in the
room,” which resulted in deteriorated mental health and her withdrawing from that program.
Unfortunately, Melissa had similar experiences while working as a federal work study student,
which resulted in her quitting that job 44. For Imani, although she engaged with first year
activities and attended Black orientated events, such as the choir, upon entering college, she felt
unwelcome due to her upbringing. Imani explained this experience below:
There's a choir here. And it's lovely choir. It's a part of Black Center, and it's a gospel
choir. I thought, hey, I've done choir for nine years, this should be for me, this should be
a lot of fun. And I went, and then I realized like, oh, I don't have the same experiences as
these people, they grew up black... I grew up in a suburban white household, and I didn't
grow up doing music like they're doing it, they came out with the track, and they just
played music, I didn't have any sheets of music in front of me or anything like that, it was
just a big shock. And I was like, it kind of hurt. Why don't they like me? … Shouldn't I
relate more to them than I relate to other people, and I didn't.
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Imani described how this situation made her sad. She could not understand why she felt so out of
place. As a result, she had to “dig deeper” to figure out who she was on a deeper level. She had
to find people on her own to secure her place in the college. She reported that it took almost her
entire first semester in college to find her place. This created a brief period where Imani had
inadequate institution adjustment, which she had to overcome on her own. As research suggests,
Imani, like similar Black women in college, will develop their own coping mechanisms and
strategies for overcoming adversity (Banks, 2009; Robinson et al., 2013; Thomas et al., 2019;
Winkle-Wagoner, 2009).
Experience Summary. The extensive focus group session, interviews, and photovoice
submissions allowed for an in-depth look at three of the co-researchers, with a general
understanding of the experiences of the other three through photovoice. The co-researchers in
this study experienced numerous obstacles during their education, such as a lack of support from
family and the institution but were still able to overcome. The proceeding shared experiences
provide more information on the journeys of the women in this study from a variety of different
lenses.
Experience 2: Mental Health: “I don't know what normal is anymore” - Monica
Although mental health is not the central topic of this study, mental health is a central
experience in the navigation of trauma-affected Black women in this study. Five of the six coresearchers shared mental health challenges throughout the study. The co-researchers cite many
reasons for their mental health challenges, including childhood trauma, relationship problems,
and school related anxiety. There are three subsidiary shared experiences: (1) mental health
challenges, (2) seeking health, and (3) the impact of mental health on their education and
personal growth.
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Mental Health Challenges. The co-researchers in this study experienced a range of
mental health challenges and each responded to these challenges in their own way. Major
challenges there were discussed included the loss of people and connections, imposter syndrome,
and microaggressions, discussed in the Mental Health Impacts section below.
First, many of the co-researchers expressed mental health deterioration due to the loss of
a loved one or close friend. Melissa lost her mother during her sophomore year, which resulted in
her working hard to accomplish her goals in her mother’s honor, as explained in her photovoice
submission, see Figure 14 below.
Figure 14
Melissa’s Achieve Value Coin Photovoice

Janet lost her sister during the summer before her third year, which resulted in feelings of loss
and inability to focus on schoolwork, explained in her photovoice submission, see Figure 15. She
discussed developing the ability to focus on herself and her success, which helped her to push
through.
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Figure 15
Janet’s Red Hair Photovoice

Similarly, Monica lost her mentor a few weeks before her dissertation proposal meeting. Her
mentor was instrumental and supportive of her work, She admits she would not be where she is
today without him. With his loss, she was unable to complete her proposal documentation and
needed to reschedule her proposal defense to properly mourn his passing, see Monica’s
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photovoice in Figure 16 below45. Monica explained what this loss and the loss of several others
within her circle meant to her and her education.
“I’ve lost my people a bit in the physical world … the attachment that I have is scary
because it's like, but you could leave. I’ve lost three people like that left this institution,
because [they] cannot do this … for my own personal well-being I can't be selfish enough
to say, put yourself on the line, so I can keep you here because I need you, you know
what I mean? Because I wouldn't want them to ask me in that type of situation, but
because of the loss that I felt, you know it's like I feel like I’m clinging to anybody or
anything that was willing to stick around, and losing people is that much harder for me.
So, it's triggering for me that I have to be left behind.”
Monica explained that this leaves her in a steady state of attachment and detachment. She has “a
guard up because of the trauma of losing,” which creates trust issues. She is unsure who is here
to help her or to harm her, making asking and receiving help difficult, a behavior that Alexis
shared. She admitted, “I think as a black woman even further it's harder to accept help because
you don't really know if the hand that's reaching out to help you is actually there to help you.”
The lack of trustworthy relationships for Black women students has been well-documented in
research (Baldwin & Griffin, 2014).
Figure 16

45

Consent to use this photo was given by Dr. Gibbons’ wife.
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Monica’s Loss of her Mentor Photovoice

Secondly, some the co-researchers discussed feelings of imposter syndrome or moments
of questing their abilities and their purpose for being in these spaces. Imani reported
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experiencing anxiety related to her abilities upon moving into graduate school. She said, “I’m
not sure whether I can even manage myself well enough to, you know, do the things that I
needed to do.” Imani reported being unsure about her future after graduation and being afraid to
enter the next chapter of her life. This phenomenon has been documented in research where
personal-emotional adjustment is impacted due to imposter syndrome. This can result in students
not taking opportunities or being afraid to take opportunities, which can negatively impact their
educational attainment (Qureshi et al., 2017; Ramsey & Brown, 2018).
Similarly, Tiessa said, “I’m in this space and if I did something right, I always would
think, ‘oh it's luck you got lucky. You must have somehow copied that from another place, you
are really lucky with that one.’ If I receive a compliment from faculty like ‘Tiessa, you are a
great student’ … I never thought it was just like for real. Like they genuinely think that of me,
that never crossed my mind.” Although many of the co-researchers received scholarships,
degrees, and faculty and family accolades, they still questioned their abilities, as research
suggests will happen (Edwards, 2019).
Seeking Help. When utilizing mental health services on campus, the experiences of the
co-researchers varied. Some of the co-researchers discussed the failings of the services on
campus. For example, Tiessa sought on-campus services after experiencing a major depressive
disorder. She reported “struggling” throughout the treatment and “it [didn’t] feel like this [was]
working.” When she discussed these feelings and the possibility of undergoing more sessions,
the therapist said she was ready for less frequent meetings. Tiessa reported that she felt “broken”
and “I felt like I’d failed.” She immediately stopped treatment. Tiessa believed the institution’s
mental health center had a surface level smiley face. She said,
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They put on a good front, they say they're doing great things but, in reality, if you
actually look and see what they're doing they don't do anything at all. So that may be
intentional or unintentional, I think a lot of its unintentional. I don't think that they're here
to do this on purpose, but they weren't equipped to deal with true … if you're a mental
health center, you should be able to deal with an array of mental health problems for your
students. They were more ready to deal with things like ‘oh, my boyfriend broke up with
me in the middle of the Semester and I’m so sad.’ Not major depressive disorders.
Similar to Tiessa, Alexis noted the lack of adequate services on campus. She said, “the amount
of resources that should be, and I say should because I know they're not but should be available
to us, are not here.” Further, Alexis expressed that she felt she could not complain about the lack
of resources, because “we are privileged to be in this space in the first place. I think we're like, I
can't get here and then complain and cry about it the whole time … but if I don't complain about
it, I’m gonna jump off a damn cliff.” These experiences are similar to those reported in research
where Black women face a lack of resources specially designed for them (Winkle-Wagner,
2009). Like Alexis’s comments about feeling privileged to be in this space, research suggests
that Black students feel like “guests” within PWIs. Therefore, they may feel out of place,
unwelcome, or silenced (Kelly et al., 2021; Turner, 1994).
Additionally, Alexis and Monica reported seeking services on campus and how the use of
those services had become normalized. Alexis said,
I've talked to other people in my department, they own all kinds of medications and stuff
like that, too, and I’m like, this doesn't make any sense to me. This makes no sense. One
of my coworkers was like, she goes to [institution’s mental health center] for counseling
and I do too. One of my counselors is there and apparently my department is on some,
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like red flag list because there's like half of us or at least at some point pretty much all of
us, at some point have gone to [institution’s mental health center]. Like the whole
department.
Monica agreed, stating “it’s real trauma but it's normalized.” She and other students jokingly ask
each other “Oh, you have a breakdown yet? No? Okay, well it’s coming girl, don't worry.”
Monica and Alexis utilized humor to make sense of these experiences, similar to co-researchers
in Cooker’s study (2013).
Alternatively, Imani reported an extremely positive experience with on-campus mental
health services. Imani disclosed seeing a therapist for anxiety and help with her imposter
syndrome. Imani discussed experiencing anxiety around senior year when she was preparing to
graduate and go into graduate school. She said, “I had a lot of conversations about, like you
know, coming into adulthood. I’m not feeling like I was ready for graduate school and not
feeling like I was ready to do the things that I was doing.” However, through therapy she was
able to advocate for herself and feel secure in her abilities. She said therapy helped “put in
perspective for me how actually persistent I am as a person, and how much I have accomplished
over the past few years.”
Although Alexis and Imani had a shared experience of sexual trauma while in college,
neither sought services specifically for their trauma event. This is not uncommon for women
following trauma, especially racially marginalized students (Roberts et al., 2011; Ruglass, 2015).
Although Imani did seek support later in her academic career for other matters, she did not
received support for her sexual assault. She explained,
In terms of my assault, I've never talked about it with any school official or anyone. I just
kind of healed with that on my own, 'cause a lot of the times you see sexual assault cases

SEEING OUR VOICES

133

here and it goes horribly wrong and out of favor of the victim, and it happens a lot. And
we know that it happens a lot. This university is not great at handling those situations, or
in my opinion is not always great at handling those situations, so it never felt like
something I needed to receive through the university, I never felt like I could heal
through the university, 'cause I didn't think I would find peace with it that way, I didn't
think I would get to where I needed to be with that, and so I just kinda handle everything
on my own.
Furthermore, when Alexis disclosed the event to her mother, her mother did not believe her.
Alexis said,
I remember when I told my mother she did not believe me. And my mother, you know,
worked in the domestic violence shelter when I was coming up and is a counselor and all
this kind of stuff, and she just was like ‘no, that's just not your personality. You just won't
let that happen.’ As if this is something that you let happen…
Unfortunately, this experience is not uncommon for women who have experienced sexual
assault. Among many other reasons, women may not disclose for fear of what others will think,
being blamed, and fear that services will not be able to help them (Fisher et al., 2001; Munro,
2014).
Monica’s lived experience engendered a different light to mental health services on
campus, as well. As a licensed social worker, Monica received a job at the campus’s hospital in
the mental health department. She reported being overworked and overwhelmed with the case
load. Monica said, “it was horrible. I thought it was the stress of being overworked. I started
having heart palpitations. I started throwing up every day before work… I thought I was dying.
So, I had to leave. I left that job. I didn't even make it to my 90-day probation day.” Even as a
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social worker, Monica saw students with mental health concerns and the lack of resources
available to them.
Mental Health Impacts. The co-researchers described how their mental health challenges
and experiences impacted their educational experience. Tiessa discussed how she had to disclose
to her professors each semester and how that disclosure bothered her. Tiessa said,
I struggle with my mental health and things like that a lot more than the average person
would, so I always have to almost disclose to my professors. I go in the beginning of any
semester, I would send out an email to anyone I was in class with and say I just want you
to know beforehand like this is what I deal with, this is what I go through. There may be
times I have to step away, you know. I can still normally get work things done, but I just
wanted to let you know and sometimes that would kind of … that bothered me. Because I
had to say that, and sometimes I wish I didn’t, but I always did because one my therapist
thought it would be a good idea to ease some of my tension, which it did a little, but also
just I hated that I had to disclose, like I had to say these things, and so it just still kind of
felt icky.
Along with sharing her disclosure, Tiessa shared that she had to withdraw during a semester
because of her mental health. She discussed how she requested a makeup exam one semester.
She made the request before the test occurred and was told that her only option was to take the
makeup test at the end of the term. However, this test “is set up to be purposely harder than the
regular exam,” her professor told her. She was not given any other options, which resulted in her
having to withdrawal from the class instead of taking an F. However, because this was late into
the semester, she was unable to withdrawal from just one class. She was required to withdrawal
from all her classes. About having to withdrawal from every class, Tiessa said, “And that broke
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my heart a little bit because I … still stayed in school for some classes and I was able to succeed
in them despite having, you know, my major depressive disorder.” She added, “all that work I
did go through, you know I struggled, I was struggling already and I persevered through … pain
I never felt and I completed these classes and it's almost like, wow I didn't even have to. I could
have focused on my healing.” After this experience, Tiessa decided to leave that program due to
lack of support and empathy. Tiessa’s decision to leave can be explained in marginality and
mattering research, where students are not given appropriate support that can counterbalance the
challenging environment Black students navigate within PWIs (Astin, 1984; Jones, 2017;
Schlosberg, 1989).
The co-researchers discussed how their mental health required them to physically remove
themselves from certain people or places. Melissa, Monica, and Tiessa had a shared experience
of leaving on-campus jobs due to microaggressions putting a strain on their mental health. This
aligns with research that suggests Black students have experienced microaggressions within
academia, particularly within predominantly white spaces for decades as well as research that
suggests Black women have experiences that are completely unique to Black women (Kelly et
al., 2021; Turner, 1994; Solorzano et al., 2000). To illustrate, Melissa discussed the racism and
microaggressions she received during work study in her photovoice submission, which became
Trigger Photo #2 in the focus group session, see Figure 17 below. She reported that “the tasks
and jobs that I was assigned while at this job were quite ridiculous to me as a student worker for
an engineering department. I knew my self-worth and knew I didn’t need to be treated like that ...
I quit that job.” Tiessa agreed with this statement and reported similar experiences while working
as a graduate assistant. During this experience, she was “not only the only African American
there, I feel like I’m the only African American some of these individuals had seen ever.” She
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experienced racism and aggression from others, which “affected [her] so badly [her] mental
health started to decline.” Upon seeking help, she was further marginalized until her director
helped her get another assistantship.
Figure 17
Phase Two Trigger Photo #2: Melissa’s Work Study

Similar to Tiessa and Melissa, Monica experienced microaggressions while working as a
graduate assistant. However, Monica experienced microaggressions from fellow Black women

SEEING OUR VOICES

137

whose jobs were designed to support her. She reported experiences of Black women in
administration taking advantage of her time and expertise, withholding resources that Monica
was awarded, and enduring power struggles. When asked how this made her feel, Monica said,
I think I was more disappointed, because these are educated people… These Black
people, some of them educated people, I had a different expectation. Look the hood will
kick your ass, that's how it's built, but people that are educated and take the role of
support, that's what surprised me. Why do you even bother doing this?
Monica only lasted a semester in this role.
Monica and Alexis felt removing themselves from the institution would improve their
mental health and opportunity for educational attainment. Monica experienced a major
depressive episode while at the institution during COVID-19. She said,
I spent three months with feeling like I all I could do was get up enough energy to feed
myself … I would take a shower. I would put back on pajamas and I will get back into
bed. I would eat, I would brush my teeth, I would get back into bed, and I literally was
scared for myself and … everybody was really afraid for me.
Because Monica had completed all coursework in her doctoral program, she decided to move
closer to home and complete her dissertation virtually. Alexis disclosed that she plans to move
closer to home once she has completed her coursework, as well. She said,
The lows are getting lower. I can't get out of bed in the morning kind of stuff right, and so
now it's like okay, I need medication to function in this space. I gotta go. And so, I have
four classes left, three of them will be taken in the fall. The last one is an elective that I’ll
have to take in the spring. What I’m praying for, what I need y'all to pray for, is that my
advisor will be like let's do an independent study, so that it can be virtual and you can go
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home in January. Because I’m like between now and next May like … if I have to be here
for the rest of this program. I cannot, and so I’m like. I gotta go. I gotta go.
Monica explained, “only so many people can survive in this kind of atmosphere … even the
most influential, impactful, dynamic people have to leave for their own survival and leave the
work behind, just so that they can just exist and be well.” Even though Monica and Alexis have
feelings of failure about leaving the institution, both acknowledged that this is not failure.
Monica said, “I was leaving so that I could be successful and not that I was a failure.” Alexis
added, “and because I believe God brought me here, I promised God I’m gonna get this degree,
but I also don't think God intended for this to take me out. So, therefore I got to do what I got to
do, so that I have enough fuel to go forward.”
Furthermore, Monica, Tiessa, and Alexis discussed needing to remove certain people
from their lives in order to continue with their education and to further their personal growth. All
three co-researchers reported needing to remove family members because of pressure or lack of
support. Table 3 presents some responses these co-researchers provided on the removal of people
from their lives.
Table 4
Co-researcher Responses on Removal of Family Members
Co-researcher
Response
Tiessa
Black families are quick to put money on books … in a correction facility, but
they are not quick to put money on my schoolbooks. They will fall over, die,
and throw up … I don't know where it comes from. I hope that Black kids
from back home can see you don't just have to play sports but that's not like
my driving factor for me so again, I think a lot of my factors that drive me is
escape and freedom.
Alexis
I live a drama free peaceful life. I don't bother nobody, and so, nobody need
to be over here disrupting my piece. So, that was harder, a generational thing
too for my family to say. My mom, ‘hey look, you know love your daughter,
you know,’ and yes, she is my sister by blood, but you know after these 20
things that have happened that were unacceptable, I've had to be like I will
love her from afar. So, before you hurt me or my future family, if I choose to
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build one, I will love you from afar, because I don't need to be re traumatized
just because you hold this title … if you are a stranger, I would never see you
again. But because you are a family member everyone wants to add more
room and implications and me and my therapist said it’s a no for me ... that's a
difficult thing, mainly because other people keep trying to push people into
… I’m like you know what, I got this rule book and they done broke all of
them … I can't remove the relationship as far as what she's called, but people
who foster a healthy relationship with me can stay, and the people who don't
have to go and so that's where I’m at.
We internalize trauma and "take it on the chin" when behavior is
unacceptable. Family are getting put on the outside of my circle too if they
are not going to be respectful to me and my boundaries.

In addition to these responses, Monica and Olivia describe the negative feedback
received from family members. Both co-researchers described that the demands of academia,
especially as graduate students, coupled with the long distance from home made it difficult to be
present in their family functions or relationships like they were before. Both reported feeling
exhausted having to field expectations from their families. In order to cope, they distanced
themselves from many of their family and friends. Monica explained, “there is God, there’s a doc
program, and there’s everybody else.” She does not have time to “beat around the bush.” She is
busy trying to “function, achieve, exist, drink water, workout, eat…” Monica jokingly added that
she felt like deleting her Facebook and changing her phone number. In order to complete her
degree and use her time efficiently, Monica explained that she cannot be there for her family
right now. She explained, “I can't finish everybody else's story until I finish my own.” Alexis
shared similar experiences where her family and friends who did not like her attitude or how she
has “changed” since coming to school. About this criticism she said, “I've been telling people at
this point I’m like, if you need me to be the villain in the story so you got peace at night, honey,
all I ask is that you make me a good one. Being bad, burly, I don't care. That's all I asked. Make
me a good one.” Although they felt guilt over distancing themselves, they acknowledged that
they are doing what they need to do to complete their educational and life goals.
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The removal of friends was discussed, along with the need to readjust how one may
approach peer or coworker relationships. The co-researchers discussed establishing boundaries
and behaviors of respect. Alexis discussed needing to set boundaries in academia because of her
gender, race, and her age. She explained, “now see what you're not going to do, I don't care how
much they paying you, what title you have, what you not go and do is sit up here and talk crazy
to me.” She does admit that this took some people by surprise, “good boundaries [can] feel
wrong,” and it could be “unsettling” for some. Monica had similar experiences, stating some
people associated these statements with disrespect. She said, “I’m respecting myself. I’m not
disrespecting you, but I’m respecting myself and my choice of what I feel comfortable with and
doing, and I need you to soak up these boundaries, okay? Because our relationship is going to be
within these bounds.” Monica, Tiessa, and Alexis developed coping mechanisms that helped
them succeed and grow as individual people. This idea is supported in research suggesting that
Black women students persist in PWIs by employing a variety of coping mechanisms, including
establishing social support and adjusting their roles within their social circles for their own
protection (Bowman, 2006; McGee et al., 2016).
Experience Summary. The extensive focus group session, interviews with Imani,
Monica, and Tieesa, and many of the photovoice submissions allowed a comprehensive
depiction of the mental health challenges of the co-researchers on within this study. The coresearchers experienced different forms of mental health challenges and received different levels
of support, which have impacted their education and personal growth in more ways than one.
Their mental health challenges were further complicated by being one of few People of Color in
these spaces. This resulted in some co-researchers not seeking help, feeling the need to remove
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themselves from certain spaces or people, or readjusting their academic or professional goals
entirely.
Experience 3: Hypervisibility: “If you boring, just say that” - Janet
During the focus group session, the co-researchers spent almost 45 minutes discussing
Imani’s Wig Wall photovoice, which became Trigger Photo #1 (see Figure 18 below). This
photo elicited a conversation on Black hair, and the navigation of Black hair and bodies through
society. While the conversation may seem outside the realm of education, the underlying
messages of hypervisibility, stereotypes, and marginalization in higher education and greater
society are reinforced through this conversation and their experiences. All focus group coresearchers discussed how their presentation, whether through their behaviors, dialect,
mannerisms, or hair, impact their academic and personal lives, both positively and negatively.
All co-researchers reported experiencing comments or suggestions from family members or
peers to adjust their representation to fit the expectations of society. The co-researchers described
how they became aware of how they presented themselves early on, which are experiences
explored in Kelley et al. where “Black women have to constantly think about their actions and
decide what way they want to approach conflict or incidents in HWCUs” (2021, p. 211). At the
same time, this study found a shared experience of learning self-acceptance and the freedom of
representing one’s true self no matter what society reinforces. This section discusses the essential
experience of hypervisibility and representation. There are four subsidiary experiences, (a) the
hypervisibility of Black bodies, (b) expectations reinforced by society and family, (c) impacts on
educational journey, and (d) being true to oneself.
Figure 18
Phase Two Trigger Photo #1: Imani’s Wig Wall
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Hypervisibility of Black Bodies. All co-researchers reported experiences of
hypervisibility, especially while navigating predominantly white spaces. Because the coresearchers were often the only Black individual, let alone a Black woman in a room, their
behaviors, clothes, and hair were scrutinized. All co-researchers discussed how frequently their
hair or nails changed. One day they wear straight hair, the next day wear a wig, and the next
week wear box braids. As Monica stated, “our hair, it's a thing. It's a thing when we go
somewhere, move somewhere it's at the top. Like, how is my hair? It's a part of you.” The co-
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researchers described an entire culture around Black hair and how fellow White peers cannot
understand the culture and as a result, over analyzed their appearances. White peers immediately
mention the frequent hair changes with comments such as “oh my gosh, I didn’t even recognize
you” or “you always change.” The co-researchers commented that they never notice, let alone
comment or ask to touch the hair of the White peers in the class. The co-researchers mention
how boring it must be to never change your appearance. Alexis said, “I be feeling like what a
boring life to not change your hair. Y'all been rocking the same hairstyle for a decade. Yes, I
changed my hair every couple of weeks, get over it. What is the deal?” These are intersectional
experiences that are completely unique to Black women.
Outside of Black hair, the co-researchers mention the hypervisibility of their behaviors in
the classroom. The co-researchers discussed being very aware of how and when they enter a
classroom, being aware of how they answer or do not answer questions in class. Tiessa recounted
“sitting in the front of the class, getting there early, raising my hand.” Monica agreed:
You have to be on time because they always think that People of Color, Black people are
going to be late, so you can't be late. And you need to sit in the front, not in the back and
you need to be raising your hand to answer questions so that people can see that you're
smart and that you're engaged. And just having to carry like all this weight of having to
dispel all stereotypes was heavy for me.
The co-researchers believe their behaviors are more visible because they are often the only Black
students in the classroom. This made some co-researchers feel they needed to behave in manners
that make the entire Black population appear agreeable. “I just have always noticed I’m one of
the only ones, so that is always kind of stuck out to me. It made me almost feel as if I was
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representing all African Americans when I was in the spaces I was in and that I didn't want
anyone to have any strange or any type of different feelings towards us,” Tiessa commented.
These experiences of hypervisibility align with research that suggests Black women
occupy a uniquely intersectional experience whereby their race and gender create a cycle of
invisibility and hypervisibility (Kelly et al., 2021; Mowatt et al., 2013). The co-researchers are
often invisible in the environment because of the inherit demographics of the PWI, developed
predominantly by people who do not share their experiences. At the same time, because they are
the one of the few Black people in these spaces, their bodies become hypervisible.
Expectations Reinforced by Family. Most of the co-researchers detail how the
hypervisibility of their bodies are reinforced through family. Monica described experiences with
her mom and grandmother. She said,
The curls was popping and everything, so I came home … and then my mom was like
“you know I’ll pay, I can pay for you to get your hair pressed,” and I was like, “do you
think I would have been in here wrangling this hair all this time if I wanted to give my
hair pressed?” I was like “you can pay me to get my hair pressed,” I said. “Well I’ll take
your money but, I don't want to get my hair pressed because my hair is actually trying to
do what it's supposed to do today.” So you know, like when I moved to West Virginia
when I had a job interview and my mom was like you know before I leave she's like
you're going to get your hair pressed for when I interview… It was like I can't present
myself in this way… and I’m just kind of like first of all, this hair came from you okay?
You know what it really was like even with my grandma, she's like “oh Lord, she came in
here with that little nappy puff on their head.” You know it's just like, oh my God, when
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I’m not getting it out in the world, I’m getting it from the other generations. It's crazy to
me.
Alexis had a similar experience. She described “having similar experiences, my family … will
complement my hair when it's like this [points to her straight hair], right? They don't really have
too much to say when it's curly. My mom has started to grow in that area, but my grandmother,
my uncles only will speak on my hair if it’s straight.” Janet had similar experiences upon moving
to this institution. She said, “I do notice when I came here, not even when I came here, but like
depending on what hairstyle you have on your head, you get treated and approached by different
people differently and I’m like wow it's really crazy out here.”
Furthermore, some co-researchers reported family pressure as it related to their
behaviors. Tiessa felt the need to arrive to class early, raise her hand, or sit in the front, which
she attributed these behaviors to her family. These actions come “more so from where my great
aunts, my grandpa, my aunts, have been like, ‘you’re black; they looking at you, show up!’”
These actions are “just bred inside of us.” Monica shared similar experiences: “I was told that
because I was Black, I had to be on-time or early; I had to sit in the front, raise my hand to
answer questions, etc. to dispel all stereotypes.” Monica said her voice was different, so she was
labeled as “ghetto” or “too hood,” which resulted in exhaustive and unauthentic code switching
behaviors that she had to unlearn. Alexis had similar pressures from her family, which caused
her to over function and strive to be better than anyone else. She said,
I grew up in a very visible family, you know when you have family members who are
educators likes assistants, superintendents, principals of schools… it's like you don't get
to screw up, like you just don't. So, for me, I think it's always looked like get it right the
first time, do whatever you need to do in order to make sure that it's right and it's the best.
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The experiences reported by the co-researchers are similar to stories reported by Black
women with transgenerational trauma. As Bryant-Davis et al. (2010) suggests, many Black
women develop traits or responses because of the experiences from past generations. The coresearchers’ family members were taught how to act and how to present themselves in society,
which were then passed on to the co-researchers. As Tiessa suggests, the behaviors and messages
are bred into them, whether they were consciously aware of it or not. These messages
transcended the micro, meso-, exo-, and macro systems of their environments, impacting their
interactions with their living and learning environments (Evans et al., 2010).
The expectations and messages led some co-researchers to change their voices,
appearance, or hair. For example, Monica’s hypervisibility became so extreme that she felt
forced to change her appearance. She became someone else for almost 10 years of her academic
journey. As Brofennbrenner’s ecology theory (Evans et al., 2010) explains, the interactions
between Monica, along with the other co-researchers, and their families and peers interacted
together to hinder development and success.
Impacts on Educational Journey. Because of the hypervisibility of their bodies and
behaviors, many co-researchers responded through overcompensation and perfectionism in their
education. As Imani detailed, “I have to walk on eggshells around people and kind of be like
perfect, like there's no room for error - I feel like - in the Black experience in higher education
and academia. I feel like… people are always watching. People are always watching what we're
doing, watching to see if we mess up.” This resulted in co-researchers doing more work, mostly
unpaid, striving for an A+ instead of an A, people pleasing or sustaining relationships with
people who have harmed them, or being unable to accept help. Table 3 presents examples of
responses co-researchers provided on their perfectionism or overcompensation.
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Table 5
Co-researcher Responses on Perfectionism and Overcompensation
Co-researcher
Response
Imani
We have to be you know, on it all the time, regulate our emotions as much as
possible, like never come off bitchy or assertive or anything like that, and so I
feel like from that perspective it just kind of pushed me into a box of trying to
not to take up too much space.
Tiessa
You have to get straight A's, you have to do this… I do the overcompensating
a lot, I feel like oh my gosh I’m only working on one publication, well why
don't I have three going on.
Alexis
And I think what I have learned is that I know how to over function really
well. And it's no longer serving me. And now I’m trying to unlearn how to
not over function to overcompensate for the BS that we experience every
single day, and it is incredibly hard. And I think as a black woman even
further it's harder to accept help because you don't really know if the hand
that's reaching out to help you is actually there to help you.
Monica
We put on. And so, then we don't show like the disparities and I feel like
that's what I was doing. In all parts of my life, I had to show that I wasn't
struggling, you know what I mean? Like I was Miss Black and Gold, Miss
Black Student Union, miss everything, all the camps and everything while I
don't have a place to live.
Although hypervisibility often resulted in negative experiences, a couple of coresearchers discussed shared experiences of using their visibility for personal gain. Monica
discussed visibility at PWIs compared to the lack of visibility she may have received at an
HBCU. Monica said,
We could have gone to HBCUs, you know we totally could have. That was definitely an
option on the table, but when we are the people that stand out more opportunities seem to
be put in front of us. the things that we do, are more visible, because we're more visible
and so, if I was at an HBCU, would I stand out as much? Would I have as many
opportunities? You know because people will treat you like a phenomenon, a Black
person doing the same things that your counterparts are doing. And so they're just like
Oh, my goodness, like she's doing it. I’m like no I’m a human being like everybody else,
but if I was at HBCU, where there's lots of thriving Black people that are in academia,
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that are high achieving and step up to the plate when there's work of institution to be done
then how would I stand out from any of anybody else that was doing that work? Would I
be recognized the same way? You know, if there's 50 other people that are Monica’s?
There's that for sure. So there's visible like not in a good way and there's visible that's like
I don't know if I would have this visibility and opportunity if I didn't stand out.
Tiessa and Imani agreed and described their own experiences of using the hypervisibility of their
bodies for their benefit. Tiessa said it feels “almost manipulative” when she intentionally wears
her big natural curls when going on interviews when the organization is “like oh, we can add
some diversity here.” Tiessa said, “depending on where I’m going or what I’m doing, I will style
my hair in a way that I think gives me an advantage.” Imani describe a similar experience during
her schooling as a public administration major. She said,
For example, when I was canvassing, I always had a particular wig I would wear when I
was canvassing because you know people are more likely to talk to a straight-haired
Black girl than they are to go up [to the wig] with the bright red or orange streaks in it. So
I felt like I could … be whoever I want to be in having those wigs and I feel like that kind
of gives me an edge in my direct experience. You know, if I come to an interview, I can
look however, I want to look or … I can kind of portray whatever person that I want to
portray to people.
The co-researchers were able to adapt or develop behaviors that were authentic to themselves
and that still allowed them to navigate their environments. As scholarship suggests, Black
women have the ability to learn and development skills quickly in order to navigate their
environments and the “emotional gymnastics” inherit within White institutions (Evans & Moore,
2015).
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Being True to Oneself. Although each co-researcher navigated some form of
hypervisibility of their bodies, each explained the importance and freedom that is experienced
when accepting yourself, your presentation, and your visibility in the world. Imani reported that
instead of being self-conscious of her hair or the comments that it engenders, she felt that “being
able to come to terms with the way my hair looks and the way that I saw my hair and the way
that I do it, has brought about a sense of confidence in every other aspect of my life.” Tiessa
learned to express herself, no matter what others say or believe. She said, “I hear so much about
my nails. All the time they're like, ‘Oh, those are colorful.’ Yep, and they're gonna be longer next
week … they're going to be as long as they can be to where I can still type.” Alexis urged the coresearchers to be themselves, as well. She reported having the confidence to experiment with
“things that are considered to be taboo,” such as “bright red butterfly locs,” “rocking a fro,” or
showing her tattoos. Monica became unable to “suppress” her presentation, “this is how I talk,
my hair might be blonde today, could be red tomorrow. I don't know.” The co-researchers
developed a self-love and a self-awareness that enabled them to cope with the stress of their
environment, which leads to improved personal-emotional adjustment (Gravini Donado et al.,
2021). This also aligns with resiliency research that suggests students can push past extreme
odds, if positive views of self are present (Ledesma, 2014).
In addition to gaining her own confidence, Monica discussed encouraging other students,
especially students that look like her, to be their authentic selves too. “I want to pass that on to
the students that come in. All the students … figure out who you are and stop putting on for
everybody else … that's what I want to bring, come as my full self, and I want to encourage the
students to do the same.” Similarly, through the strength of her sister’s memory, in Janet’s photo
journaling she wrote, “I express myself a lot by the clothes and accessories I wear and being here
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at a PWI it can sometimes be overwhelming with the amount of stares and looks I get. But then I
just remember that I’m a Black Woman and nobody does it like us! We are the blueprint and
they’re gonna stare in admiration” (see Figure 19 for Janet’s Crocs photovoice). Now, Janet
helps herself and other Black women build confidence through her on-campus hair business.
Figure 19
Janet’s Crocs Photovoice
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Experience Summary. The in-depth nature of the focus group session and photovoice
journaling allowed a comprehensive depiction of the hypervisibility of the co-researchers on
predominantly white campuses. Each co-researcher experienced varying forms of pressure
because of the hypervisibility of their black bodies. Being one of the few Black women on
campus made their actions, appearances, and voices both highly visible and marginalized. Being
one of a few, or sometimes the only person with dreads, or butterfly locs, or long bright pink
nails made the co-researchers more visible, more “exotic.” Because they were more visible, they
had stereotypes assigned to them or been the recipient of undeserved aggression. At the same
time, a few co-researchers described using their hypervisibility to their advantage, such as to
receive awards or appear more likeable to certain audiences.
Experience 4: First-generation and Out-of-State: “I am building the plane while I’m flying it”
- Alexis
Along with their race, gender, and trauma-histories, many of the co-researchers reported
experiences that are unique to different subsets of students. Four of the six co-researchers were
graduate students. Only two of the co-researchers were in-state students, although both were still
hours away from home. This section explores those experiences further, with particular attention
to the ways in which distance from home and first-generation status influenced familial and
institutional support. There are two subsidiary experiences within this section, (a) firstgenerational doctoral student experiences and (b) out-of-state student experiences.
First-generation doctoral students. Winkle-Wagner’s (2009) research suggests that firstgeneration Black women may feel a sense of “homelessness.” Co-researchers in this study do not
feel as if they fit with their family nor with the institution. As illustrated in the sections above,
each co-researcher experienced some form of institutional fit. Additionally, issues with family
members were discussed in Experience 3. However, this section is intended to discuss the
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alienation the co-researchers have felt from their families, specifically because their family
members did not understand the intricacies of their education lives.
During the focus group session Alexis and Monica discussed how family members
expected attendance at family events regardless of their schedules or location. Alexis is a sixhour drive from home. Monica is about 12 hours from home. Despite these distances, family
members became upset when they were absent from events. Alexis stated that family members
made comments such as “you’ve changed since you’ve been back to school” or she is being
“extra.” In response she said, “if I had the capacity to do both I would… and they're like, they
just don't get it.” Monica shared this experience too. In addition, Monica felt guilt for not being
there and not being able to help her family. She said, “it’s real how much heaviness that comes
when you have to choose like between helping people and really helping yourself.” She
explained that no matter how much she could be there for her family, no one would be there for
her. At the end of the day, Monica was the only one that could do her work. She was the only
one that could complete this degree. Alexis said,
Everybody tells you this is a marathon not a sprint. What they don't tell you is that
literally nobody else can run this race with you at all because it's literally you. You're the
only person that got them type of shoes that can run this particular race, right? You can
run over to your family that give you a cup of water, cheer through those phones like they
do. Like they can do all of that, right. … everybody needs our help. Nobody can help us.
Nobody understands what's going on, right and people don't get it.
This created such tension that both distanced themselves from their families. As discussed in the
Mental Health section above, Monica jokingly stated she wanted to change her phone number
and delete for Facebook just to get away from her family.
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In addition to family members misunderstanding, many of the co-researchers had to
navigate the higher education environment on their own. The co-researchers discussed lack of
social capital and parental awareness of college policies and practices intricacies as reasons for
this alienation, which research suggests can happen for first-generation, trauma-affected, and
Black students (Crede & Niehorster, 2011, Oseguera, 2018; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). To
illustrate, Tiessa attended her first-year orientation, completed her financial forms, discovered
her career goals, and navigated the collegiate environment once on campus by herself. Monica
packed her car, drove the 15 hours to campus, paid for her tuition, and navigated her doctoral
degree progress without her family’s help. Additionally, although Alexis had academics in her
family, she was the first doctoral student in her family. She said, “I don't know how none of this
works.” Even after speaking with doctoral friends at other universities, Alexis felt lost because
their journeys were so different. “I can't really even borrow much from their experience like I am
out here, literally like flailing like I am building the plane while I’m flying it,” Alexis said. In
agreement, Monica stated that “no one” came to support her or showed her how to navigate the
doctoral environment.
In addition to the lack of familial support, a perceived lack of institutional support
designed for doctoral students was discussed at length. While the institution does allocate
resources solely to graduate students and to Black students, co-researchers did not find support in
those spaces. For example, Monica described difficulty connecting with staff, as well as,
discussed how difficult the graduate office was to physically locate. Upon trying to connect with
the office, she said, “I don't know this person from Adam, I don't know her… I don't know the
person I am getting ready to go see. So, I walked my behind around campus until I find the grad
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life office, cause it ain't easy to find.” In addition, she reported a lack of support on doctoral
processes, such as the internal review board process. She said,
As a doc student, nobody shows you how to do shit. Nobody tells you about IRB process.
Nobody tells us about no plan of study. Nobody tells you nothing about no developing
the Committee. Nobody tells you about holding committee meetings. Nobody tells you
about no proposal defense. Every student, every Black doc student reinvents the wheel,
got to figure it out for yourself. Everybody figures it out for themselves. They have no
template.
Alexis agreed, stating that she was unaware of the graduate office because those services were
never offered to her. She was siloed into her own department with little connection to any
external services.
Tiessa reported a shared experience as a graduate assistant. Staff that were designed to
support her and guide her through her assistantship did not offer adequate mentorship and at
times marginalized her work and experiences. During these experiences, she felt she was unable
to “complain,” but she was not given any other resources that could help. As a result, she left the
graduate program. Unfortunately, she was greeted with a negative attitude within the new
program initially. Tiessa said,
I changed my major and went to the [new school], it was interesting because my first
experience wasn't great actually. I met with a great advisor, and I was in there and I was
still not sure if I could go back to school, yet I kind of tried to do it last minute. I had
tears in my eyes. I was crying and a woman walks in and goes, ‘we have other students,
you gotta go.’ I was like, ‘oh my God,’ but the thing that saved that was I had an advisor
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I guess stand up for me and this woman ended up sending me email apologizing. But still,
it's stuck… It's funny once that woman found out I was a 4.0 student, she loved me.
Tiessa reported that once she apologized, the two became almost friends until the women retired.
However, this experience showcased not only a lack of empathy for a student in distress, but also
a subtle micro-aggressive act against a Black student who was perceived to be a bad student.
Only after she was seen as a high achieving doctoral student was she allowed an apology.
In relation to the center designed to support Black students on campus, many coresearchers were upset with the center. Alexis said,
Here's the thing, they got nothing, they don't have anything for grad students, and I think
that is something that's been frustrating for me because it was so seamless at [previous
institution], like you just slid right into grad school. The NAACP came and got you. The
sororities came and got you. You know, the Black student organization came. Like there
was so many ways, even if you didn't have it within your department, but yeah, I mean
when I came here, I did the same thing, before I found out about the group chat 46 and I
was like oh y’all got this cultural center, alright cool, but it seemed mostly geared
towards undergrads and it was like I don't really know like, I don't know what was going
on. It seems like most of the programming is for the undergrads, so I guess I’m just left to
figure it out for myself.
In response, Monica reported that not only are the services not there, but the people in these
spaces are not putting in any effort to keep Black students or to engage with the culture of Black
students on campus. She said,

46

Creation of group chat discussed in Resiliency and Persistence in Chapter 6
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You're not putting in any effort at all, and then not addressing anything beyond money
and academics. You put zero importance of us knowing where we can eat get our hair
done. You don't have no, you know, Juneteenth celebration of Freedom Day, no
whatever. There’s no Kwanzaa celebration, like nothing to make you feel connection like
to make any connection outside of well here's some tutoring and here's some money for
your tuition and then you just sit back and watch and hope that we cross the stage. So, I
don't know if y'all know but recently like a collective of Black students have called for
the leader of the Black center to be fired and just started a petition saying, ‘we don't know
what she does,’ because we are all still flailing and she getting a whole six figure check
every year. So, I was like, when I first got on campus, y’all got a black center? Let me
come over here, no, no, no. What y’all got going on? Oh, nothing.
This perceived lack of support led co-researchers to seek alternative means for connection and
maintaining their mental health, as discussed in Experience #2 and Experience #3.
Out-of-state student. A sense of community is important to any student. Community is
especially important for students that are or not native to the institutional area. While only four
of the co-researchers are out-of-state students, none were native to the area. The two students
from the state had hometowns that were a few hours away. As such, all the co-researchers had to
rebuild their sense of community upon entering the institution. As mentioned previously, some
of the co-researchers reported a lack of effort on the institution’s part as it related to community
building. To go even further, this impacted some of the co-researchers sense of belonging within
the institution and within society.
To illustrate, although Tiessa was native to the state, she had a unique experience as a
student from “up the holler.” Tiessa had to navigate higher education and life as a person who is
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viewed by society as “from the city or the hood,” while she is really from a very rural population.
At the same time, she explained that society views those from up the holler as country and
“dumb.” She found this dualism challenging, which impacted how she entered the educational
space. It was not until she found two mentors, one who shared her racial identity and one who
shared her rural background, that she was able to be her true self and feel acceptance within the
institution. More on Tiessa’s background in Figure 20 below.
Figure 20
Tiessa’s Up the Holler Photovoice

Similarly, Imani was an in-state student, but still away from home. Building Imani’s
community took time, as mentioned in her profile, but she also felt a sense of freedom upon
moving away from home. Imani said, “it’s just a really an odd feeling to get out of my
hometown. It’s kind of felt like a relief, like less pressure when I got here to [institution] because
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I’m not known as my parents’ daughter.” She explained that no one know her background and
her story, so she was able to be her own person here. She was able to be her authentic self,
without the expectations from her family or her neighborhood. The things she was judged on as
a child did not exist in this environment, which provided a “big release” for her. This sense of
freedom helped her find belonging within herself.
Experience Summary. The conversation borne from the focus group session enlightened
this experience. While not all co-researchers in this study were first-generation or out-of-state
student, the experiences detailed in this section are important to the co-researchers’ collegiate
experiences. Being first-generation and out-of-state students made their social and emotional
adjustment to college more difficulty.
Summary
This chapter examined co-researchers’ responses during the second phase of this project.
The photographs, narratives, interviews, and focus group sessions detailed the experiences of the
co-researchers. Each co-researcher shared their own experiences through photographs and
narratives, while also working together to create a shared community with shared experiences
during the focus group session.
All co-researchers described various aspects of their higher education experiences that
were impacted by their race, gender, or trauma history. The co-researchers described how social
connections were vital to their success, whether through family and friends, institutional
personnel, or through other informal channels. For most of the co-researchers, these connections
were difficult to find or establish because they were not served through traditional means. In
addition, co-researchers described how expectations from society and family impacted how they
navigated their learning environment. Five of the six co-researchers detailed how their mental
health was challenged during their collegiate career. Many of the co-researchers reported using
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mental health services in order to persist. Three of the co-researchers reported the challenges
particularly unique to doctoral students. Four of the co-researchers described the experiences of
out-of-state students.
The resiliency and persistence showcased by all co-researchers manifested in different
forms. Some co-researchers did not believe their behaviors were considered resilient, just a
means to an end or as a path towards reaching their goals. Regardless of if the co-researchers
believed they were resilient or not, their behaviors align with those often sited in resiliency
research. Co-researchers reported building their own spaces and connections outside formal
institutional structures, engaging in leadership and service to advocate for others, developing
self-efficacy and confidence, or using cathartic behaviors to persist in a predominantly white
institution.
Chapter 7 presents the conclusions of this study, including discussions, limitations, and
further areas of study.
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Chapter 7 – Conclusions

“Black girls and black women are problems. That is not the same thing as causing
problems. We are social issues to be solved, economic problems to be balanced, and emotional
baggage to be overcome. We work. Lord do black girls and black women work.”

-

Tressie McMillan Cottom, 2019

The final chapter of this dissertation restates the purpose of this study, the discussion of the
results, and the conclusions drawn from those results are presented. At the conclusion of this
chapter, future recommendations and reflections from the researcher are outlined.
A large body of research is dedicated to trauma-affected Black students (Du Bois, 1969,
Goodwin, 2002; Gossett, 1996; Hamer & Lang, 2015; Jones, 2017, Kinouani, 2020). However,
there is a lack of scholarly research around resilient trauma-affected Black women in their own
voices, especially when examining only Black women and not Women of Color or Black
students as one monolithic group. This study sought to explore and record the experiences of
trauma-affected Black women at predominantly white institutions (PWIs) through photovoice.
The findings of this study were used to answer the central question: “What are the
experiences of trauma-affected Black women students navigating academic life at PWIs?” Two
sub-questions for this study were: (a) “how do the students perceive institutional support?” and
(b) “how do trauma-affected Black women students define educational success?” The results
depicted numerous experiences and four collective experiences shared by the co-researchers. The
co-researchers expressed informal and formal social support both external and internal to the
institution, mental health challenges, hypervisibility, and family and society expectations as both
helping and hindering them from succeeding. A discussion of the shared findings can be found in
the following section of this chapter. These findings are a generalized summary of the co-
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researchers’ shared experiences. To fully understand their individual experiences in their own
voices, please review Chapter 6 above.
Experiences of Trauma-affected Black Women
A sense of belonging is paramount for Black students and trauma-affected students
adjusting to college life at a PWI (Galatzer-Levy, 2012; Schlossberg, 1989), which is a predictor
of college adjustment (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). The co-researchers in this study discussed
feelings of anxiety, hypervisibility, and isolation while navigating academic life at the institution.
Each co-researcher reported experiences where they felt marginalized or had been the subject of
microaggressions. These experiences of isolation and marginalization resulted in many
participants leaving on-campus jobs or assistantships, and on three occasions, the co-researchers
had to leave their program or physically leave the institution. This incongruence with
institutional fit aligns with existing research (Evans & Moore, 2015).
In addition to a lack of institutional fit, this study contributes to the area of research
discussing the hypervisibility of Black students, especially within PWIs. As research suggests,
Black women are often seen as “performers” or “space invaders” within the institution, where
Black women do not feel like complete students within the institution (Kelley et al., 2021). Coresearchers reported experiencing emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion, which aligns with
this area of research. Co-researchers reported being asked to do tasks they felt were out of their
job description or beneath their intelligence level. They were asked to take on more work than
was necessary, work that would benefit only the institution. In some cases, the co-researcher was
serving fellow marginalized students when the co-researcher was the one who should have been
receiving the service.
Furthermore, the co-researchers often felt like space invaders within the classroom or
their programs every day. Because a co-researcher was often the only person of color in certain
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spaces, their bodies would become hypervisible. This hypervisibility results in the student
needing to complete “emotional gymnastics,” whereby they must consistently think about the
behaviors, voices, and appearances and adjust accordingly depending on who they are interacting
with and where they are located (Evans & Moore, 2015; Kelley et al., 2021). Many of the coresearchers discuss this experience during the study.
However, a few participants discussed how their hypervisibilty allowed them to succeed
or instances where they used their hypervisibility to their advantage. For example, Monica and
Tiessa discussed how they used their appearances or backgrounds to apply for grants,
scholarships, be nominated for awards, or to be the “token” for special events or
communications. Unlike attending an HBCU where they would be one of thousands of hardworking Black students, within PWIs the co-researchers are one of few. Thus, the co-researchers
are more visible for opportunities, as well as the marginalization and microaggressions discussed
previously. This positive aspect of hypervisibility has not been explored in existing research that
the researcher was able to find but does speak to the experiences of the co-researchers within this
study.
In addition to hypervisibility and microaggressions, the co-researchers cite imposter
syndrome; loss of family, friends, and mentors; experiences of childhood and sexual trauma;
pressure from societal and family expectations; and lack of social support as reasons for
deteriorated mental health. This experience aligns with research that suggests Black women
experience more stress for a variety of different reasons, stress that may result in lifelong
implications (Thayer et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2019). As a result, Black women develop
behaviors to cope (Cooker, 2003; Thomas et al., 2019; Winkle-Wagoner, 2015). Many of the coresearchers needed to develop coping mechanisms to deal with the impacts of deteriorated
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mental health. Coping mechanisms reported by the co-researchers included: seeking
professional help, engagement in physical activity or hobby, confiding in fellow Black women,
building their own community of resources, practicing detachment from certain family or
friends, or determining when the stress is too much and deciding to physically remove
themselves from the situation.
Many of the co-researchers were first-generation or out-of-state students. Because the
students were new to the institution, they experienced “homelessness” upon arriving at the
institution, a lack of family support or understanding, and perceived lack of institutional support.
These experiences align with existing research around the experiences of first-generation
students (Crede & Niehorster, 2011, Oseguera, 2018; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Additionally,
because many of the co-researchers were out-of-state students, lack of social support,
institutional knowledge, and belonging were reported by co-researchers. These experiences
contribute to the discourse on institutional fit and embeddedness (Tinto, 1993).
Crede & Niehorster (2011) suggest that successful college adjustment includes more than
just academic adjustment. It includes personal-emotional, social, and institutional adjustment. A
lack of social and institutional adjustment experiences by the co-researchers was previously
discussed. However, personal-emotional adjustment played a significant factor as well. The coresearchers experienced psychological challenges upon entering the campus environment, which
lead to poorer personal-emotional adaption and the need to develop different coping
mechanisms. The same is true in established research (Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Raposa et al.,
2016). However, the data in this study suggest personal-emotional adjustment played a much
larger role than current research suggests, especially for this target population. Because the coresearchers were trauma-affected, their personal-emotional adjustment had already been tested.
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The co-researchers have experienced PTEs that impacted their psychological development and
attended a PWI, which they did not perceive as helpful, in part because of relationships with
personnel whom they could not trust. While these co-researchers might be labeled as at risk
psychologically, they continued to advance their education, despite these extremes and despite
being emotionally and mentally exhausted, suggesting a high-level of personal-emotional
adjustment.
Finally, another aspect of the co-researchers’ experiences was resilience. This ability one
has to bounce back and recover or thrive from an adverse situation or event (Ledesma, 2014;
Wosnitza & Peixoto, 2018). Despite the numerous obstacles each co-researcher reported, each
has been successful in the classroom. Each co-researcher was in good academic standing, a few
on full scholarships or fellowships, and a few have received degrees or certificates already, along
with being actively engaged on campus and in the classroom. This aligns with education
resiliency research (Kim & Hargrove, 2013). However, the co-researchers did not define
themselves as resilient. The co-researcher did not believe in “resiliency” or “grit.” These are
words that may be imposed on them, but they would not use these words themselves. Instead, the
co-researchers believed in surviving - doing what needed to be done to survive the climate they
find themselves in every day. Giving this experience a neat definition that researchers or the
academic world can use to describe their individual behaviors or characteristics does not
consider or explain the true phenomenon at hand, which is systemic oppression - oppression
which impacts how trauma-affected and Black students are accepted, taught, supported, and
advanced through higher education. Relying on co-researcher self-definitions nuances existing
scholarship and elevates discourse opportunities that students may find more empowering.
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Perception of Institutional Support
At some point during their academic careers, each co-researcher experienced feelings of
marginalization and isolation because of a perceived lack of institution support, which research
suggests will occur (Allen, 1992; Evans et al., 2010; Oseguera, 2018; Turner, 1994). The coresearchers believed the systems and services that were in place for trauma-affected students or
Black students were mostly unhelpful, such as the mental health office or the cultural center.
Many of the participants discussed not knowing certain services were even available to them
because those services were not openly discussed or not properly expressed to students. Once the
co-researcher discovered a particular service, the service they experienced was subpar, they felt
uncomfortable using the service, or they did not feel the people working at the services were
genuine. In some instances, the co-researcher utilized the service, only to have someone working
in that service let them down. As reported by many co-researchers, certain services have “surface
level smiley faces.” These are programs or services that outwardly say they are doing great
things, but those within the institution know this to be false. Those who have utilized such
surfaces feel like failures, which isolates them from the institution even further. Moreover, for
the co-researchers at the graduate level, many of the campus services catered to undergraduate
students and did not fill the needs that graduate students experience.
This phenomenon was reported by the co-researchers when utilizing academic services
and programs, as well. According to many of the co-researchers, retention benefiting support was
offered in their programs, whether within their academic program or through the institution. For
example, some of the co-researchers attended events within their own fields of study but also
attended events organized by the institution’s graduate programs office. However, even their
academic needs were compromised by perceived inadequate support. A few co-researchers
experienced microaggressions from classmates and instructors, which led to hostile learning
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environments where the co-researcher was not able to be herself. Furthermore, co-researchers
reported the loss of services or lack of contact with advisors because of COVID-19 closures.
Although the institution is not responsible for COVID-19, the co-researchers believed that not
enough support was offered during this time of need.
Because of these combined experiences, some of the co-researchers had to leave their
program, quit an assistance-ship or other on-campus job, or leave the state. They felt so
overwhelmed by their environment that they had to protect themselves and their mental state,
before continuing their educational goals. This aligns with Bronfenbrenner’s research that states
a person’s interactions with their environment should be a balance of challenge and support or
the person would become overwhelmed (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006).
As research suggests, students that do not feel aligned with the institution will not often
seek formal channels of support, but utilize or develop informal channels of support (GalatzerLevy, 2012; Gossett et al., 1996; Hamer & Lang, 2015; Jones, 2017). While this study aligns
with these findings, the co-researchers revealed a much deeper connection to informal channels,
finding purpose within themselves to develop informal spaces to improve the climate for
themselves and others like them. The co-researchers engaged with or developed a variety of
different informal channels to help during their collegiate journeys, including counter spaces
where they could meet and connect with fellow Black women. They developed programming
and services for holidays or events that were important to them, such as a Martin Luther King Jr.
celebration event. One co-researcher created a GroupMe account to stay connected. She also
spearheaded self-care retreats with other women on campus where they could connect and take
care of each other in a way the institution could not provide for them. Another co-researcher
launched her own hair braiding business where other Black students could get their hair done at a
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fair place in a safe and welcoming environment. Additionally, when the co-researchers did not
find a mentor or social network within their program, they actively engaged with others outside
their programs. These informal social networks became vital to the success of the co-researchers.
Definitions of Educational Success
Although existing research on academic or educational success is complex and
multifaceted, the definition of educational success in this study includes positive adjustment in
academic, social, personal-emotional, and institutional adjustment (Crede & Niehorster, 2011).
Overwhelmingly, research on academic success centers around the attainment of educational
objectives. However, co-researchers in this study did not define educational success as the
attainment of educational objectives.
Educational success as defined by the co-researchers included using one’s education to
free themselves. Educational success was not achieving a particular course grade or GPA.
Success was achieved when you could take your education into the real world to “free” yourself
or others. Educational success leads to independence and the ability to live the life that one
wishes for upon graduation. This is the true meaning of educational success.
At the same time, some of the co-researchers believed educational success was a means
to an end, a stepping stone. Educational success is checking the required boxes and meeting the
deadlines. It is completing the required assignments and courses, even if those courses hold little
interest towards one’s desired goals in life. It is completing an assignment exactly how one’s
professor outlines. Educational success means getting from point A to point B, which is a degree
or a job at the end of your college career. Not all the pieces in the middle are or need to be
important. The co-researchers believed that a students should soak in as much information as
possible, relate it back to one’s life or interests, and use it to get to where you want to go. No
more, no less.
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Whether as a step towards freedom or as a means to an end, none of the co-researchers
defined educational success the way research discusses educational success, which might be an
area for future study. The co-researchers did not believe good grades, high GPAs, or even
engagement in activities correlated with educational success; rather, they viewed educational
success through a personal lens. Elevating participant voices provides alternative definitions of
success that may conflict with existing literature.
Limitations
Recruiting from vulnerable populations requires careful thought and consideration. To
recruit the co-researchers in this study, the researcher had to collaborate with campus centers and
select faculty. While the centers and faculty assisted with disseminating the study flier, the
researcher was not able to rely on centers or faculty since many of the students in this population
do not use campus centers or have connections with the selected faculty. Additionally, COVID19 and the ensuing closures and accommodations altered how students interact with campus and
services, which impacted potential entry points or locations where the researcher might have
gained access to additional members of this population.
The initial goal of this study was to capture the experiences of Black women,
predominantly during their undergraduate careers. However, despite a lengthy recruitment period
and the usage of a variety of recruitment channels, only two participants were undergraduate
students. Since only two participants were undergraduates, an accurate portrayal of traumaaffected Black women at the undergraduate level may not be reflected in this study’s findings.
Additionally, Black women comprise only a small percentage of graduate students (Okahana et
al., 2020), this study may over generalize or overstate the experiences of trauma-affected Black
women at the graduate level, as well.
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Along with a lack of undergraduate student recruitment, only two of the study’s coresearchers were in-state students. Additionally, both in-state students were not native to the
area. Research suggests that social adjustment is key to successful academic adjustment (Gerdes
& Mallinckrodt, 1994; Gray et al., 2013). Social adjustment can be more difficulty to students
who are unfamiliar with the institution, away from family, first-generation, or trauma-affected,
for which my co-researchers identified (Galatzer-Levy et al., 2012; Martinez, et al., 2009).
The Black community has a long history of oppression and marginalization, which has
resulted in mistrust of researchers and higher education administration and staff (Carter, 2007;
Jones, 2017; Scharff et al., 2010; Watkins et al., 2007). To earn the trust of the co-researchers,
the researcher shared her own story and became vulnerable with them during the first meeting. In
addition, I disclosed the purpose, rationale, and inspiration for conducting this study with the coresearchers. Furthermore, the researcher’s engagement with some of the co-researchers through
campus activism and programming designed for the Black community and underrepresented
students built the researcher’s credibility and relationship with the co-researchers. However, this
engagement may have engendered potential biases. My disclosure and engagement may have
influenced the co-researchers to give answers for which they thought the researcher was looking
for or would assist with the study’s findings, as opposed to disclosing certain feelings or
experiences.
Implications
Working with trauma-affected Black women throughout this study proved integral to the
study’s authenticity. During the meetings, the researcher was able to get vulnerable with the coresearchers and, in turn, the co-researcher became vulnerable with the researcher. Furthermore,
the shared experiences were authenticated by the co-researchers at the conclusion of the study.
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These periods of vulnerability and authenticity would prove beneficial to the trustworthiness and
credibility of the study. This study offered a safe space where trauma-affected Black women had
the opportunity to tell their stories of college life.
This study adds to the discourse around developmental ecology and marginality and
mattering theories by exploring the development of trauma-affected Black women at a PWI.
Students do not just learn from their family, peers, home, school, community, and the society at
large but also from their past experiences. Each level of their ecology is impacted by who they
are and what they have experienced throughout life. Within each system, the co-researchers
reported experiences of marginality, which impacted their development and success within the
institution. Within the microsystem, the co-researchers reported alienations within the institution
and sometimes within their own family and friend groups. The co-researchers’ immediate
mesosystem, the institution, did not provide adequate levels of challenge and support, which led
to some co-researchers leaving certain programs or the state. Within the exosystem, reports of
pressure from society and generational or community trauma impacted how students navigated
their classrooms and relations on campus. Finally, the macrosystem or the overall dominant
culture, did not align with that of the co-researchers. The co-researchers reported people or
services that were there to support them, but for a variety of different reasons, adequate support
was not provided. Even the culture of organizations for which a co-researcher had engaged with
previously at other institutions, did not align with the culture of the organizations within the
study’s institution. For example, disparities in Greek Life between previous institutions and this
study’s institution were discussed by two co-researchers; such differences deterred continued
membership at the current institution. Thus, this study adds to development ecology through
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exploration of how and what an individual feels and experiences while in their environment,
from multiple lenses.
Furthermore, this study expands on intersectionality theory by adding trauma and trauma
history to the intersections that a person experiences. Much of the existing research studies the
intersection of race, sex, gender, or class with the social world (Hill Collins & Blidge, 2020).
However, this study showcases another position, trauma, that is missing from current
intersectional theorizing. Often, trauma-affected individuals have a variety of reasons for not
discussing their past trauma (Fisher et al., 2000; Munro, 2014; Ruglass, 2015). Additionally,
non-trauma-affected individuals have a variety of reasons for not addressing trauma, including
not wanting to re-traumatize the trauma-affected person (Huan et al., 2014). However, this leads
to a cycle of not talking about the trauma. The researcher argues that this perpetuates the power
of the trauma and impacts the interactions the individuals have with themselves and the world,
just as intersectionality theory suggests.
Recommendations for Future Theory and Practice
Participatory action research (PAR) suggests that good research and researcherparticipant relationship can occur when researchers are insiders to the research topic or deeply
invested in the phenomena being discussed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher found this
positionality to be very helpful while connecting with the co-researchers. The researcher was an
insider to the phenomenon, deeply invested in the work, and became vulnerable with the coresearchers. The co-researchers were able to see the researcher’s vulnerability and ask the
researcher questions. Additionally, the researcher engaged with some of the participants outside
of the study. Although not all studies can allow this, for this study, the participants were able to
engage with the co-researcher in different ways. To see the researcher outside of the role of
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“researcher” helped break down potential mistrust between the co-researchers and the researcher,
which is a barrier to the Black community’s engagement with research and higher education
(Jones, 2017; Scharff et al., 2010). Thus, the researcher suggests that future studies offer
different avenues for conversing with participants or different avenues for participants to respond
and engage within the study’s environment. This may help break down historical mistrust and
resistance among the Black community, research, and higher education.
In addition to aligning with the co-researchers from a racial demographic and trauma
background, the researcher was similar in age too. The researcher discovered that because she
was in the same generation as the co-researchers, she was able to relate on a deeper level. She
was able to speak the same lingo and understand and relate to certain experiences that may not
align amongst different generations. The co-researchers did not have to change their language,
both verbal and non-verbal, or explain certain nuances because the researcher was navigating the
same generational happenings, which lead to richer conversations. Thus, the researcher believes
researchers who are in similar age to their co-researcher use their similar backgrounds to relate to
their participants. Researchers who are outside a comfortable age range of their participants may
do better with collaborating with another researcher who is similar in age to that of the study’s
targeted participants. For example, researchers that are studying undergraduate students but are
no longer within that traditional age range of an undergraduate student or to the ages of the
participants may be afforded deeper connections by engaging with a doctoral student or
undergraduate research assistant to reach the participants in a deeper manner.
The researcher also suggests future researchers working with resiliency theory or grit
theory to be mindful of the inherit racism and sexism these theories may hold. As mentioned
previously, resiliency is the ability to bounce back and recover from an adverse situation or event
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(Ledesma, 2014; Wosnitza & Peixoto, 2018). Much of the research on resiliency, including this
study, discusses and highlights an individual’s ability to bounce back. This research discusses
how individuals develop coping mechanism or resilient behaviors to succeed (Ledesma, 2014).
The onus falls on the individual, and not on the systems and standards used within higher
education and society which may have cause the deficit. This idea is almost similar to the idea
that working hard will guarantee one the American Dream. This attainment is simple for some
people, but infinitely harder or even impossible for others. While every college student should be
responsible and accountable to and for themselves, the playing field is not balanced. Asking and
encouraging trauma-affected Black women to “bounce back” to “normal” is asking them to take
on the extra labor of not only navigating our imbalanced societal world but to also succeed by
educational standards that are usually not developed for or by Black women.
Finally, the stories and shared experiences reported in this study may assist higher
education professors, advisors, or faculty in delivering better quality services to Black women or
trauma-affected students. These stories may offer a roadmap in higher education for working
with this population. The stories may reach the ears of those offering services, which will offer
the opportunity to see how their services are perceived from those that need serving. Researchers
studying marginality and mattering theory may benefit, as well. By understanding the
experiences of students from their own voices, researchers may be able to better understand
where marginality has occurred and how to correct the imbalance before the student is at risk.
Additionally, hearing their stories may bring reassurance to other trauma-affected Black women.
It may encourage them to share their own stories, with the hope of making the higher education
climate better for all trauma-affected students or Students of Color.
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Recommendations for Further Study
Further quantitative and qualitative research on the success of trauma-affected Black
women at predominantly white institutions is necessary to understand the programs and services
that help this group succeed. Much of the literature on trauma-affected students or on Black
women are deficit-based, which does not accurately portray the experiences of this population.
Another area for further discussion could include students who do not necessarily ascribe
to the word “resilient” but consider themselves successful. Further study on the experiences of
Black women who are self-defined as successful, but may not be top of the class, may not be in
graduate school, and may not be in good academic standing but still attending classes. This area
of study is significant because there may be Black women that are considered average by
academic standards, but they are continuing in their education. Thus, encouraging students to
self-define their educational success may be an area of research worth exploring, as well.
Further study examining Black women who are disillusioned by the institution could be
conducted. This study would include students who have voluntarily left the institution or students
that are actively disengaged but continuing with studies due to personal or financial reasons. This
would work with students that did not feel welcome to address the deficit in the institution’s
culture or programming. This area of research could be significant an informing future practice
for retaining Black women.
A significant subset of this study’s population were first-generation doctoral out-of-state
students. For the co-researchers in this study, this created a unique experience where they often
felt isolated and ill prepared within the institution. For all the participants, these experiences
created mental health challenges for which they needed to navigate, often without familial or
institutional help. Literature that explores these experiences further could be impactful towards
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improving higher education practices. Additionally, literature that works with this population
with an asset-based lens is limited and requires further study.
Lastly, because of the researcher’s positionality, Black women were targeted for this
research. Further study on trauma-affected Latinas and Indigenous women within predominantly
white institution could be insightful for practice. As more Women of Color enroll in higher
education, this study could inform how these students learn and retain more efficiently.
Furthermore, further study on trauma-affected Black men would be beneficial for academia,
especially with an asset-based focus where Black men are free to be vulnerable.
Reflections of the researcher
This research project was a very personal experience for me and for the co-researchers.
Having lived, studied, and worked in predominantly white spaces in predominantly white
locations my entire life, in addition to being a trauma-affected student, I felt I was emotionally
prepared for this journey. However, I was surprised by the amount of camaraderie, joy, sadness,
hopelessness, and hope I felt while working with the co-researchers. I was surprised by the
number of experiences I was able to relate to, despite being from different locations, different
ages, and studying in different fields. When I first started this study, during the first focus group
session of the pilot phase, I left the meeting in bittersweet tears. This feeling only intensified as
the study grew. It was through this process that I was able to collect authentic voices and
development some great connections with some amazing fellow Black women working and
studying today.
The stories that were shared during the focus group and photovoice narratives were
vulnerable and important. Stories of personal struggles, institutional support and hindrances,
familial love and pressure, and societal impacts and expectations. The co-researchers were open
to sharing their experiences, with many verbally expressing how important this study was and
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how much they appreciated engaging in this study. I was expecting for this study to change my
life, but I was not expecting the amount of appreciation and encouragement I received from the
co-researchers. As one co-researcher said:
Thank you for providing this space and for taking the leap of devoting your work, your
dissertation work, which will go into the repository, that will be published for people to
have the opportunity to refer back to. Some people who did not have a starting point
before will have a starting point with your work as a starting point for them… for this
room, that clearly is needed based on what we heard here… having this space to take off
all the political correctness and just give it the real real. It’s not just going to be
transformative for us, but for anyone who looks this up in the repository or cites it…
because you chose to do this work, when you could have chosen the easy qualitative
study, with no shade. Like a work that would have been open and shut and moved on…
Instead, you dove in, so thank you for that.
While the co-researchers thanked me, I owe them all the thanks in the world. Their stories of
perseverance, determination, and exhaustion strengthened my own determination to keep
studying in this area. I am inspired. I hope you, the reader, can hear these voices -see these
voices. I hope you feel inspired to hear the voices of the Black and Brown students in your
classroom, of the Black and Brown colleagues beside you, and of the Black and Brown children
of this world. To see us. To embrace us. To change the broken systems that try to break us.
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Dariane Drake
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Doctoral Student, Higher Education
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HERE. Any future protocol action requests can be completed through the [intuition]+kc system.
NEED HELP? The Office of Research Integrity and Compliance is here to assist you from initial
submission of a protocol through approval and all subsequent actions. If you have any questions,
please contact the Office of Research Integrity and Compliance at 304-293-7073 or email
IRB@mail.[institution].
Thank you.
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Appendix B – IRB Approval Email for Data Collection Phase
Via e-mail
Dariane Drake
Diversity Coordinator
John Chambers College of Business and Economics
Doctoral Student, Higher Education
West Virginia University
January 23, 2022
IRB protocol number: 2201493566
Title: Seeing Our Voices: Using Photovoice with Trauma-affected Black Women College
Students within PWIs to Explore Success and Persistence
PI: Erin Carol McHenry-Sorber
The above-referenced IRB protocol was recently submitted in WVU+kc and you are indicated as
co-investigator or study personnel on it. Please read the section below that corresponds to your
role on the protocol and take any subsequent actions that are necessary.
If you were not aware that you were indicated as a co-investigator or study personnel on this IRB
protocol and do not want to be affiliated with this research, please contact the PI to facilitate your
removal from this project.
NEED HELP? The Office for Human Research Protections is here to assist you from initial
submission of a protocol through approval and all subsequent actions. If you have any questions,
please contact the Office for Human Research Protections at 304-293-7073 or
email IRB@mail.[institution].
Thank you.
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Appendix C – Pilot Study Cover Letter
Dear Participant,
This letter is a request for you to take part in a research project to explore successful experiences
of racial and ethnic minority women within a predominately white institution (PWI) who have
experienced trauma through photovoice. This project is being conducted by Dariane Drake, a
doctoral student in the Higher Education Program at WVU. The primary investigator and mentor
of this project is Erin McHenry-Sorber, PhD, associate professor in the Higher Education
Administration Program at WVU. Your participation in this project is greatly appreciated.
It will take approximately one month to complete this project, with group sessions lasting a total
of 3 hours and approximately 3 hours of independent photography collecting/gathering. During
this project, participants will engage in 1 one-hour initial training on the project and photovoice
and attend 2 one-hour focus group sessions. Participants with be taking and/or collecting
photographs that caption their college experience. Photo collection will last for two weeks.
Additionally, one participant will be selected to engage in an interview that will take
approximately 60 minutes to complete. All focus group and interview sessions will be audio
recorded in order to allow the researcher to most accurately represent your ideas. Audiotapes or
videotapes will be kept locked up and will be destroyed as soon as possible after the research is
finished.
Each participant will need to self-identify as a racial or ethnic minority women who has
experienced a traumatic event. These events could include, but are not limited to, child abuse,
sexual assault, combat-related trauma, natural disasters, serious accidents, death of a loved one,
or life-threatening medical illnesses. I will not ask you about the nature of your traumatic event
besides to self-identify into a category mentioned above. I will ask you questions about your
college experience, how you perceive the college environment as a minoritized woman and a
trauma-impacted person, and how and/or who has helped you succeed. I will also ask you
questions about the photographs that you selected.
Involvement in this project will be kept as confidential as legally possible. Because one aim of
this research is to showcase successful stories of minority women, I would like you to inform me
as to whether you would prefer, I use identifiable information or assign pseudonyms to your
name, photographs, information, etc. Your research records and test results, just like hospital
records, may be subpoenaed by court order or may be inspected by the study sponsor or federal
regulatory authorities without your additional consent.
There are a few limits of confidentiality inherit in this research. Audio recording will be sent to a
third-party vendor for transcription and records, and all findings, will be shared with Dr. Erin
McHenry-Sorber, the research sponsor.
In addition, there are certain instances where the researcher is legally required to give
information to the appropriate authorities. These would include mandatory reporting of
infectious diseases, mandatory reporting of information about behavior that is imminently
dangerous to you or to others, such as suicide, child abuse, etc.
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In any publications that result from this research, neither your name nor any information from
which you might be identified will be published without your consent.
You must be 18 years of age or older to participate. Your participation is completely voluntary.
You may skip any question that you do not wish to answer, and you may discontinue at any time.
You will be compensated for each step on the project, with the potential to make up to $40
dollars. West Virginia University's Institutional Review Board acknowledgement of this project
is on file.
I hope that you will participate in this research project, as it could be beneficial in learning more
about successful minority women within a PWI who have experienced trauma. Thank you very
much for your time. Should you have any questions about this letter or the research project,
please feel free to contact Dariane Drake at (304) 293-7895 or by e-mail at
dtwyman@mail.wvu.edu. The IRB protocol number for this research, entitled Seeing Our
Voices: Using photovoice with students marginalized within PWIs to explore success and
persistence through trauma, is 2009109615. West Virginia University's Institutional Review
Board's approval of this project is on file. If you are willing to participate, please simply respond
to this request in the affirmative, and we will set up a time that is convenient for you. This letter
also serves as your consent to participate in the research. Thank you for your time and help with
this project.
Sincerely,
Dariane Drake
Higher Education Program; College of Education and Human Services, West Virginia University
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Appendix D – Pilot Study Interview Protocol
Purpose: The goal of this study is to better understand and highlight the experiences of racial
and ethnic women within a PWI while navigating trauma. The central research question is: What
are the experiences of self-defined successful, historically disenfranchised women navigating
critical life events at PWIs?
Questions:
• What made you want to attend college?
• What made you want to attend this specific college?
• How would you define success? Academic or otherwise.
• How do you think your trauma and traumatic experiences have impacted your success?
• What has been your overall experience within this institution?
• How have your experiences been influenced by your demographic and positionality?
• How has the institution helped you navigate through your trauma?
• If the institution did not help you, what did help you navigate through this trauma?
• Were there organizations or people on campus that helped your success?
• Were there organizations or people on campus that hindered your success?
• How do you think a PWI has hindered or helped your success as a minority?
• Can you tell me why you took this picture?
• How does this picture relate to your academic journey?
• How did you feel when you took this picture?
• What do these pictures say about your academic journey/success?
• Tell me more about the experience that this picture engenders?
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Appendix E – Pilot Study Participants’ Photovoice
Participant 1: Imani
This is a photo of me taking off my makeup and wig
in the bathroom of my apartment. This photo is a
representation of my personal growth. I have
struggled for years with aspects of my identity and
my college experience allowed me to become secure
in my identity. I have always been a confident person
and I know that I’m gorgeous, however I have had
alopecia on and off since the 3rd grade. Losing all
your hair as a child and constantly having people ask
invasive questions and attempt to touch my hair was
difficult. I am also adopted so my white mother had
no idea how to handle all of this. She took me to the
best hair stylists and dermatologists that she could,
because she knew kids were cruel. All in all, I dealt
with it pretty well, but as I got my hair or lack
thereof began to make me feel bad about myself. I
felt like I still needed to hide my alopecia the way I
had in middle school. All I wanted was to have long hair and be as joyful as the girl on my
shower curtain. Throughout my college years I’ve come to love my hair regardless of how much
or how little I have. My hair journey will always be one of my biggest successes.

Me at my high school awards day holding up all
the scholarships I received at [high school
institution]. This photo is a representation of how
hard I worked to get to [the institution]. I
constantly had people doubt my abilities
throughout high school. People assumed that I
was somehow cheating my way into positions I
wasn’t supposed to be in. On awards day all of
those doubters got to watch me walk across the
stage 5 times to receive scholarships. I ended up
receiving the most in my class and I finally knew
for sure that I could attend [the institution] This
photo is representative of the beginning of my
college career. I couldn’t have gotten where I am
without these scholarships. As I mentioned before
I worked hard to get them, but people continued to
downplay my success and make up stories about
how I’d gotten the scholarships because of
affirmative action. Despite all the chatter that day,
I was happy. I was happy because I knew I’d
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earned my way in and that I was going to go far in life. I chose to be confident that day rather
than succumb to the rumors.

This is a photo of me kissing my younger sister on the cheek when we were kids in my first
childhood home. My sister means a lot to me and this is a sweet picture of us. When my sister
was first born, I would get so excited to be able to
play with her. I always loved to make her laugh and I
still do today. I consider her to be one of my best
friends. I owe some of my success to my sister,
without her support I wouldn’t be where i am.
Sometimes I feel like a second mom to her. She is the
only person who has lived through the same things I
have. She’s the only other person who was adopted
into the Imani family in southern West Virginia, so
she knows my heart, motivations, and experiences
better than anyone.

SEEING OUR VOICES

209

Participant 2: Isabella
These are my hearing aids. I was so happy to finally
finance them. They are not covered by insurance and
are very expensive. These are my tools to understand
the world. I am profoundly deaf in both ears.
Managing during COVID has been really hard. I
can't read lips, and sounds are distorted with online
meetings.

These are my hands. My knuckles on my right
hand are messed up from defending myself before
I really knew how to throw a punch. My hands
have always been my first line of defense. In the
academy I still use them to defend myself, trying
to scale this ivory tower.

This is a street on the downtown campus. I have to
wake past the area almost every day. On my first
day of grad school a car came barreling down the
wrong way,
and almost
hit me and
my friends. A woman yelled a racial slur at me and
jumped out of the car. My friends and I got jumped. As I
fought this girl off me, I went to read the license plate and
started shouting it so I would remember. That's when I got
blindsided and started getting kicked in the head. I
received a contra coup brain injury. That happens a when
your brain bounces inside your skull. I was told I had to
start with my cohort or lose my spot. It took a long time
for my injuries to heal. I hated meeting my cohort, and
new professors with my face looking like raw meat from
the concrete. Everyone looked at me the wrong way, even
though I was going the right way when I was jumped.
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Participant 3: Nia

This is the courtyard right out back of my dorm
building. I took this a few days after moving into
my room. I chose to share this photo because it
represents growth and change. All my life I've
lived in a chaotic and dangerous city. Walking and
sitting around the courtyard mesmerizes me. I
made it out. People who are considered minorities
can relate. We had to work harder than everyone
else to get where we are today. This picture
signifies change, new beginnings, and a sense of
calmness. This is the sun after the storm for me.

I was walking around campus when I took this
picture. My OG Jordan Bred 11s are one of my
favorite sneakers. As I'm staring down at my shoes, I
noticed how far my feet have gotten me. I’ve endured
so much pain and trauma, but my feet and legs never
gave up on me. They always pulled through. Even
when I was having the worst days, they still got me
places. Oh, the places I've been with these two feet.
This image represents my strength. No matter the
adversity I face of being looked down upon, because
I'm a minority, I’ve always pulled through and got to
where I needed or wanted to be. I am blessed to be
able to walk every day and I started to acknowledge
that each and every day.

My first time ever being in a lecture hall. August 26th my first day of college. It all seemed
surreal. Me, a first-generation Afro-Latina in college? I couldn’t believe it. When I first sat down
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it was all so much to take in. I felt like so many people were staring at me because of my big
coarse hair and my streetwear style. I was different but I saw that as an advantage. I worked so
hard to be where I am and I’m finally here. Everything I’ve accomplished despite all the trauma
I've endured brought me a sense of joy and relief. This was one of my proudest moments. I
defied the odds that were stacked against me. I was born to fail but I took action and changed my
life for the better.

SEEING OUR VOICES

212

Appendix F – Pilot Study Journaling
I did not start journaling until I began to actually meet with my participants. However, I think it
would be better to start journaling from the very beginning, just to get the whole picture and to
be able to reflect on my thoughts/ideas/improvements as a go through the study.
November 4th:
Three participants attended, Nia, Isabella, and Kate (pseudonyms that I have assigned them). We
started a few minutes after 5. They are 18, 37, and 19 of mixed backgrounds. Two are joining
from home. One joined from her car. She was driving back from home because she thought she
was registered to vote at home (somewhere South WV) but she was registered in Morgantown,
so she had to drive back. (probably not the best day to schedule this meeting, but this was the
best availability they all agreed upon in the doodle poll).
Isabella had a baseball cap and sweatshirt on. Nia has gorgeous curly hair and wore a black long
sleeve shirt. Kate had dark wavy hair with a black knitted cap and a red shirt.
It was a really great conversation, which I recorded but I don’t think it will get transcribed
because it is mostly me discussing the project, my goals, and what photovoice is. They were very
receptive and seemed to understand and appreciate the goals of my project. I told them my story
of why I wanted to do this project. One participant actually teared up during this conversation.
All understand the significance of being Women of Color, especially within a PWI. All seemed
excited to do the work and go through this journey with me.
I think it was a wonderful conversation. I felt like my project was justified after having this first
meeting. They all seemed to understand what I was saying, what I was trying to do, and the
importance of this study. It has made me very hopeful and excited.
We finished just before 6PM.
November 6th:
Today I met with Imani (pseudonym that I have assigned her) because she was unable to attend
the first session. She is intelligent and excited to start this project. She seems genuinely
interested in what this study could potentially mean for women of color. She will be a great
addition to this study because of the positions that she holds (biracial, adopted, and a survivor of
a lifelong illness).
November 23rd:
It is getting closer and closer to our focus group session to share photos but no one has submitted
their photos yet. I have emailed two reminders at this point. How can I get participants to
respond, especially during the holidays (not to mention in the middle of pandemic and the stress
that this is causing)? Speaking of, COVID will still be here next year. This may impact my study,
again.
December 2nd:
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During the focus group, I would tell my own stories so that I can relate to their stories, but
maybe I shouldn’t do that? It should be about them and not me. How can I transition better? How
can I express this unity, make this relatable, without making it about me? It shouldn’t be about
my stories. This is a question for Lauri!!!
I have never felt more invigorated in my life! I was hesitant about certain parts of this research.
Is it necessary to talk about trauma? Are we just going to be another group of “angry” women of
color talking about their issues? Will people even care of want to do this with me? Turns out,
yes, they do! These women that I have gotten to speak with (although not as much as I would
have liked) are amazing and encouraging and their voices need to be heard! Some many times
self-advocacy, self-motivation, healing, and connection were brought up during our focus group.
These women are going through things and they want to share. It may be hard to talk about these
things, but these experiences need to be discussed!
Although I haven’t done the analysis piece, the main themes I am getting right now is selfresilience and self-reliance. These women are pushing themselves to succeed. These women are
BAD BITCHES (their words – not mine!), working to make themselves better. Working to find
their purpose and what makes them happy. But also working to be a representative for other
women of color – representation matters!
They are thriving and finding happiness is a PWI, in a system that is not designed for them.
Although it can be lonely and tiresome, they are pushing through. This is so important and an
area that each participant can related to.
Even though these women are finding happiness and peace, the road is still bumping. Imani still
became emotional over her obstacles, but they have not defined her. She has used her obstacles
as jumping blocks to keep moving. She is determined to prove herself and stick it to those that
belittled and discouraged here.
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Appendix G – Pilot Phase Content Analysis Coding Sample
Findings concepts, ideas, and experiences from an excerpt of the one-on-one interview with Imani.
Imani’s Interview Responses
In the first place. I always saw myself going to college, I was not entirely sure what for
in high school, I wanted to do aerospace engineering. But I was in an engineering class
at high school with boys, all boys, and they made me cry literally every day, they
bullied me to the point where I just was like... Math was too much for me. I was like, I
can't look at it, I don't wanna do it. I don't wanna be around people like this because I
knew it would be 10 times harder in a college... 'cause I'm a woman. So I think the
motivation behind going to college was still... I didn't wanna let assholes like that keep
me from doing the things that I wanted to do, I still... It was for myself, I just wanted to
come and I'm still doing more school and went to law school and stuff because I want
to... I enjoy getting an education, I enjoy it... I've enjoyed doing Political Science and
Communications, and so... Yeah, I just, I wanted to, I guess.
It's definitely been a big part of it because... Well, for example, I came here with a few
of my friends from high school, all of them white, and so all of them women, when we
got here, we were of the same playing field, we had each gone to school in West
Virginia, we had each gone to [high school institution], and we graduated around the
same people, we were in the same classes and everything, but still, it seemed as though
they were starting out ahead of me, which was interesting, kinda takes you back when
you realize like, Hey, I'm still not on level playing with these people, like I'm here, I
made it here, and I'm still not even equal to everyone else, that was kind of a shock to
me because like I said, I have white parents, I had it laid out for me, everything was laid
out, but I'm still a Black woman. And so it's still different. And just hearing different
things, like some of their parents wondering how I got certain things, how I was able to
stay in the dorm that I was... Those invasive questions that people ask about women of
color and spaces that they shouldn't be in or that they think they shouldn't be in, and so I
think that's mostly how things were different for me, 'cause like I said, everything in
theory should have been the same as everyone else, but it wasn't...
I mostly cried my way through it, I'll be honest, it took me... It took me a whole
semester to figure things out for myself, I thought that if I explored like... What was it

Concepts, Ideas, Experiences
Desire to do more
Outsider – gender
Bullied
Outsider – gender
Prove yourself, not listening to
those that put you down
Enjoyment in learning
Outsider – race
Demographic information
Marginalized even though she
and her peers started on level
playing field
Having white parents set her
above others in her race
Outsider, microaggressions
Putting WOC in their place
Not on level planning field
Coping emotionally
Finding her place
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Imani’s Interview Responses
called? There's a choir here. And it's lovely choir. It's a part of The Center for Black
Culture, and it's a gospel choir. I thought, Hey, I've done choir for nine years, this
should be for me, this should be a lot of fun. And I went, and then I realized like, Oh, I
don't have the same experiences as these people, they grew up black... I grew up in a
suburban white household, and I didn't grow up doing music like they're doing it, they
came out with the track and they just played music, I didn't have any sheets of music in
front of me or anything like that, it was just a big shock. And I was like, it kind of hurt.
Why don't they like me? Sorry, I'm gonna get a little emotional, but it was just kind of
like, Shouldn't I relate more to them? That I relate to other people and I didn't... And
that for me was like, Okay, you can't just go off of... Off of all of this, you gotta figure
out who you are a little deeper than that, and so I think in December is when I figured
out the diversity program thing, and I applied for it, and that was a big part of my
coming up in college, 'cause well, I had my friends that came from the same school as
me, and they weren't always interested in the same thing, and I was... They weren't
always interested in like, Hey, let's go to this diversity event or whatever, and being able
to find the people of Diversity Center and have that resource in the back of my head,
like I know I can always go to these people, I know these people. Are interested in the
same things I am. I met, if you know Hannah, gosh, I cannot ever remember her last
name, but I've been friends with her for four years, but she wears the hijab and she also
works with the diversity office. Maybe you've probably seen her. Her and I ended up
being really close friends and were very similar, and so that was kind of like, Oh, this is
my clique, this is where I fit in with these people that are wanting these same things...
That was a long answer, but...
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Concepts, Ideas, Experiences
Religious?
Outsider – race even when around
people who look more like her
Marginalized by experiences with
her parents
It’s not just about what she looks
like
Finding her group, finding herself
Distancing from kids she grew up
with
Finding support

Finding her group, finding
support
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Findings concepts, ideas, and themes from one Photovoice submitted by Imani.
Photos/Captions
This is a photo of me taking off my makeup and wig in the bathroom of my apartment.
This photo is a representation of my personal growth. I
have struggled for years with aspects of my identity and
my college experience allowed me to become secure in
my identity. I have always been a confident person and I
know that I’m gorgeous, however I have had alopecia on
and off since the 3rd grade. Losing all your hair as a child
and constantly having people ask invasive questions and
attempt to touch my hair was difficult. I am also adopted
so my white mother had no idea how to handle all of this.
She took me to the best hair stylists and dermatologists
that she could, because she knew kids were cruel. All in
all, I dealt with it pretty well, but as I got my hair or lack
thereof began to make me feel bad about myself. I felt
like I still needed to hide my alopecia the way I had in
middle school. All I wanted was to have long hair and be
as joyful as the girl on my shower curtain. Throughout my college years I’ve come to love
my hair regardless of how much or how little I have. My hair journey will always be one
of my biggest successes.

Concepts, Ideas, Themes
Personal growth and acceptance
Struggle with identity
College helped to make her feel
more secure in herself
Lifelong illness – impacts
Parents were not prepared
Fear of being bullied – illness
Self-conscious about trauma
Hide herself
Longing to be someone else
Self-love was a journey
Success in the struggle
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Appendix H – Pilot Phases Data Analysis Coding Tree
•

•

•

Marginality and Mattering
o Having and/or building a support system
▪ Helping other POC
▪ Finding support system
▪ Support system needed
▪ University can help
▪ University is not supportive
o Marginalized
▪ Impacts of being marginalized
▪ Impacts of Trauma
Persistence and Resiliency
o Persistence and resiliency
▪ Self-reliance
▪ Achievements
▪ Adaption
▪ Belonging
▪ Self-affirmation – self-growth
▪ Working through the struggle
▪ Working through the struggle/impacts of being marginalized
Success
o Finding success
▪ Accomplishments
▪ Finding happiness and peace in herself
▪ Success through persistence
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Appendix I – Resources for Participants
Carruth Center Services
Health and Education Building
390 Birch Street
P.O. Box 6422 Morgantown, WV 26506
304-293-4431
wvucccps@mail.wvu.edu
•

•

•

Individual Counseling: Students have the opportunity to sit down with a counselor one-on-one
to discuss their concerns in a private and confidential setting. Our short-term individual
counseling sessions last about forty-five to fifty minutes and may be held once a week, once
every other week, or less frequently. Many students find that their concerns are resolved in three
to four sessions.
Group Counseling: Group counseling offers students the opportunity to meet with other students
experiencing similar concerns. All group counseling sessions are intended to facilitate a
supportive and confidential therapeutic environment. A clinician helps guide and direct the
students during the group session. Group counseling sessions are held weekly and often last for a
few weeks for an hour to an hour and a half per session. More information can be found on our
group counseling page.
Crisis Clinic: The Crisis Clinic provides same day virtual (or in some cases) in-person visits for
students who are experiencing a psychological emergency. A Crisis counselor will meet with you
via Zoom or telephone and help determine the type of care to meet your needs.
o Students experiencing an afterhours crisis or emergency can access an on-call counselor
by calling (304) 293-4431 and selecting option 1 or by texting “WVU” to 741741.

Emergency Services
RDVIC 24-Hour Crisis Hotline
304-292-5100
National Child Abuse Hotline
1-800-4-A-CHILD
(1-800-422-4453)
WVU Campus Police
304-293-COPS (2677)

National Domestic Violence Hotline
1-800-799-SAFE (7233)
1-800-787-3224 (TTY)
National Sexual Assault Hotline
1-800-656-HOPE (4673)
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Appendix J – Data Collection Phase Cover Letter
Need to update with the IRB approved document.
Dear Participant,
This letter is a request for you to take part in a research project to explore successful experiences
of Black women within a predominately white institution (PWI) who have experienced trauma
through a participatory research study. This project is being conducted by Dariane Drake, a
doctoral student in the Higher Education Program at WVU. The primary investigator and mentor
of this project is Erin McHenry-Sorber, PhD, associate professor in the Higher Education
Administration Program at WVU. Your participation in this project is greatly appreciated.
It will take approximately one month to complete this project, with group sessions lasting a total
of 3 hours and approximately 3 hours of independent photography collecting/gathering. During
this project, participants will engage in 1 one-hour initial training on the project and photovoice
and attend 2 one-hour focus group sessions. Participants with be taking and/or collecting
photographs that capture their college experience. Photo collection will last for two weeks.
Additionally, one participant will be selected to engage in an interview that will take
approximately 60 minutes to complete. All focus group and interview sessions will be audio
recorded in order to allow the researcher to most accurately represent your ideas. Audiotapes or
videotapes will be kept locked up and will be destroyed as soon as possible after the research is
finished.
Each participant will need to self-identify as a Black woman who has experienced a traumatic
event. These events could include, but are not limited to, child abuse, sexual assault, combat
related trauma, natural disasters, serious accidents, death of a loved one, or life-threatening
medical illnesses. I will not ask you about the nature of your traumatic event besides to selfidentify into a category mentioned above. I will ask you questions about your college experience,
how you perceive the college environment as a minoritized woman and a trauma-impacted
person, and how and/or who has helped you succeed. I will also ask you questions about the
photographs that you selected. Each participant must be a second-year undergraduate student or
higher, including graduate students.
Involvement in this project will be kept as confidential as legally possible. Because one aim of
this research is to showcase successful stories of Black women, I would like you to inform me as
to whether you would prefer, I use identifiable information or assign pseudonyms to your name,
photographs, information, etc. Your research records and test results, just like hospital records,
may be subpoenaed by court order or may be inspected by the study sponsor or federal
regulatory authorities without your additional consent.
There are a few limits of confidentiality inherit in this research. Audio recording will be sent to a
third-party vendor for transcription and records, and all findings, will be shared with Dr. Erin
McHenry-Sorber, the research sponsor, and members of Drake’s dissertation committee.
In addition, there are certain instances where the researcher is legally required to give
information to the appropriate authorities. These would include mandatory reporting of
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infectious diseases, mandatory reporting of information about behavior that is imminently
dangerous to you or to others, such as suicide, child abuse, etc.
In any publications that result from this research, neither your name nor any information from
which you might be identified will be published without your consent.
You must be 18 years of age or older to participate. Your participation is completely voluntary.
You may skip any question that you do not wish to answer, and you may discontinue at any time.
West Virginia University's Institutional Review Board acknowledgement of this project is on
file.
Each participant will receive a $25 Amazon Gift care at the conclusion of the study.
I hope that you will participate in this research project, as it could be beneficial in learning more
about successful Black women within a PWI who have experienced trauma. Thank you very
much for your time. Should you have any questions about this letter or the research project,
please feel free to contact Dariane Drake at (304) 293-7895 or by e-mail at
dtwyman@mail.wvu.edu. The IRB protocol number for this research, entitled Seeing Our
Voices: Using photovoice with students marginalized within PWIs to explore success and
persistence through trauma, is 2009109615 (this is the pilot number). West Virginia University's
Institutional Review Board's approval of this project is on file. If you are willing to participate,
please simply respond to this request in the affirmative, and we will set up a time that is
convenient for you. This letter also serves as your consent to participate in the research. Thank
you for your time and help with this project.
Sincerely,
Dariane Drake
Higher Education
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Appendix K – Data Collection Academic and Biographic Questions Template
Responses recorded through Qualtrics.
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Appendix L – Data College Photovoice Guide
Introduction
Seeing Our Voices: Using Photovoice with Trauma-affected Black Women College Students
within PWIs to Explore Success and Persistence, conducted by Dariane Drake doctoral student
within WVU College of Education and Human Services, is a qualitative study focused on the
experiences of trauma-affected Black women at a predominately white institution. The goal of
this study is to accurately explore and record the successful experiences of these women using
photovoice.
What is Photovoice?
Photovoice is used to illustrate the lived experiences of individuals within a community to
represent, highlight, or enhance that particular community. This approach uses visual images to
illicit critical evidence and establish connections, expertise, and knowledge. Through
photovoice, audiences are able to see the world through people that are not traditionally voiced.
This approach showcases marginalized individuals that are often silenced through “policy,
power, and control” (Wang, 1999).
Photovoice provides a way for trauma-affected Black women to explore and communicate their
perceptions and experiences navigating higher education. Co-researchers will take pictures of a
symbols, places, people, or objects that embody their educational experiences. The pictures will
be discussed among the co-researchers, who will explain why they took the pictures, what they
mean, and discover common themes that emerge.
Photo Examples from Pilot Study
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Supplies

Item
Cell Phone

Purpose
To take photos

When do I use it?
Start date of project until
date of first focus group
session

Your
invitation to
participate

To indicate your
agreement to
participate in this
study
To indicate your
agreement and the
agreement of anyone
you photograph to use
their image for this
project
Tips for taking better
pictures
Safety and respect for
yourself and others
To keep track of your
photos and the
meaning behind the
photo

At the start of this project,
before taking any photos

To indicate your
academic and personal
life experiences

At the start of the project. Page 12
Submit through Qualtrics:
https://wvu.qualtrics.com/j
fe/form/SV_2hoZxRgIOF
5dzCe

Photo
Release form

Photovoice
Tips
Photovoice
Ethics
Photo record
journal and
photo
reflection
questions
Participant
biography

Where is it?
Supplied by you.
Accommodations can be
made for anyone who
does not have a camera
phone.
Page 4

At the start of this project,
before taking any photos
and if you take a photo
and/or use a photo of
another person.

Page 5

Each time you take a
photo
Each time you take a
photo
As you take each photo
stop to write down where,
when and why you took it

Page 8
Page 9
Page 11
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Participant Photography Release Form
You must return this sheet to participate in this study.
Instructions:
1. Email the complete form to WVU OHRP at IRB@mail.wvu.edu
OR
2. Mail the completed form to the address listed below.

Authorization for Photographs and Publication
Name of Consenting Individual:
Research Project Title:
WVU Principal Investigator Name:
I consent to and authorize West Virginia University (WVU) Board of Governors on behalf of
West Virginia University and its principal investigators (PI), employees, representatives, and/or
agents to use and/or disclose my information obtained in the course of participation in the
research project indicated above for media, promotional, fundraising and/or advertising
purposes.
In connection therewith, I consent to and authorize WVU and its principal investigators,
employees, representatives, and/or agents to engage in the collection of photographs, films,
videotapes, recordings, publications, and/or other electronic or non-electronic recordings about
me and to use and/or disseminate these stories, photographs, videos, or depictions in publicizing
the work and activities of the research project.
I grant WVU and its principal investigators, employees, representatives, and/or agents'
permission to use and/or disclose any materials obtained under this Authorization without
limitation in any WVU publication or other broadcasts, print, or electronic media.
This Authorization will expire three (3) years from the date below. I understand that I have the
right to stop photography, filming, videotaping, recording, and/or an interview at any time.
I understand that I can revoke this Authorization at any time. To revoke this Authorization, send
a request to the WVU Human Research Protection Program, 886 Chestnut Ridge Road,
Morgantown, WV 26505. I understand that revocation does not affect disclosures made while the
Authorization is in effect.
I understand that this Authorization is voluntary and waive any right to compensation for uses
authorized by this Authorization.
I and my successors or assigns hold WVU and its respective directors, officers, members,
principal investigators, employees, representatives, personnel, agents and affiliated programs
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harmless from any and all liability, claims, and/or damages which may or could arise from the
activities authorized by this Authorization.
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By signing below, I acknowledge MY UNDERSTANDING and consent to the above statements.

Participant or Representative's Signature

Printed Name

Relationship to Participant

Address

Phone Number

Date

Indicate the authorized use of photography, recording, or publication:
☐News Media

☐Marketing Materials

☐Newsletters

☐Websites\Social Media

☐Internal Communications

☐Other (specify)

Signature of Witness

Printed Name

Date
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Photovoice Tips

•
•
•
•
•

Try different angles
Try different points of view
Keep the sun to your back, or to the side
Is your subject in the center of the photo?
Does your subject fill the photo?

Tips for avoiding common mistakes:
•
•
•
•
•

Keep your finger away from the lens
Don’t cover the flash
Stand about three to eight feet away from your subject
Wind the film forward before you take another picture, if your camera does not do so
automatically
To prevent blurry pictures, hold your elbows close to your sides, and hold your breath when you
press the shutter button

Photovoice Ethics
With Photovoice, we are visual researchers as we take pictures of successful experiences of
women of color impacted by trauma
As a visual researcher, you must keep certain guidelines in mind:
Stay safe! Make sure you are “safe” when you take the picture.
For example:
•
•
•
•

Stand on a solid surface.
Look before you step into or cross a street.
Be aware of things around you, like traffic.
Always ask permission before taking people’s photos for this project. Ask them to sign a photo
consent form. If people can be recognized in a photo, ask permission before showing their picture
outside your group.

Be respectful. If certain people don’t want their photo taken, respect their feelings.
Be prepared. Be ready to explain about the project to family, friends, or strangers, if they ask
what you are doing. Rehearse the statement below:
A simple explanation is: “I am part of a Photovoice project investigating the successful
experiences of Black women impacted by trauma. We are taking photographs of our lives and
talking about them with other people in our group. Thank you for letting me take your picture.”
When permission is not necessary. In a public place like a park, you can take someone’s photo
without permission, especially if they are far away and can’t be recognized in the picture.
Respect the lives and safety of others. When you take photos for your project, think of people’s
safety first, and be respectful of their lives.
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Please use the table below to determine if consent is needed or not.
CONSENT
NOT NEEDED
Non recognizable individuals
in public (faces and all other
identifying features are
obscured).

OBTAIN WRITTEN
CONSENT
Individuals whose faces or
other features can be
recognized (in a public or
private setting).

Photos taken of public places,
objects, or environments
without people in them.

Parents, guardians, or
teachers of children that
appear in your photograph.

Public figures in public
(celebrities, politicians at
campaign events).

Individuals in any setting
where personal, private
information is exposed in the
photo or caption/narrative.

OBTAIN VERBAL
CONSENT
All individuals in all settings
when possible.

Adapted from “Thriving Communities Photovoice Project: Train the Trainer” Developed by
Leila Krumer 2006
Photo Record and Journaling
In order to frame the story of the participants lives, each photo within the study will be
accompanied by a photo caption. These captions are used to critically voice your photographs.
Each participant will follow the SHOWeD method developed by Wang (1999):
•
•
•
•
•

What do you See here?
What is really Happening here?
How does this relate to Our lives?
Why does this this situation, concern, or strength exist?
What can we Do about it?

Photo Reflection Questions
(These are questions to help you consider what photos to take. We also have examples of photos
above.)
Please consider your own story when thinking through these answers.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What is your college experience as a woman impacted by trauma?
What is your college experience as a Black and/or African American impacted by trauma?
What has impacted your success, positively or negatively?
What do you like most/lest about your college career?
What has been the most difficult part of your journey?
How have you handled the pressure (if experienced)?
How has the institution helped or hindered your success?
What/who has helped you navigate through your trauma?
o Family, peers, professors, counselors, etc?
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What/who has helped you succeed during your college career?
Were there organizations or people on campus that helped your success?
Were there any institutional, state, or federal policies that impacted your success?
Were there any political, financial, or societal influences?
How does this picture relate to your academic journey?
How did you feel when you took this picture?
What do these pictures say about your academic journey/success?

Photo Descriptions
You will submit your photos and the descriptions through Qualtrics. Below are the descriptive
questions you will answer.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Description of photo.
Where were you when you took this photo?
How did you feel when taking this photo?
Why do you want to share this photo?
What’s the real story or meaning this photo tells?
How does this relate to your life, the lives of people in your community, or both?

SEEING OUR VOICES

234

Participant Bio and Academic Questionnaire
Below are the questions that you will be asked. Please submit your responses on this Qualtrics
link: https://wvu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_2hoZxRgIOF5dzCe.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Please provide the alias you would like to go by.
If you also identify was a race other than Black, please include that race(s).
Selection of traumatic event (select all that apply)
Approximately how low ago was your first traumatic experience?
Major
Minor
Start semester in college
Current class rank
High School GPA
Each semester GPA for the last 4 years
Activities you have been involved in at this institution
Approximately how many times did you engage in an activity each semester
Engagement in non-education activities
Use of any resources/centers/services?
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Appendix M – Data Collection Phase Photovoice
Imani’s Wig Wall
This is my “wig wall”. I change my
hair often and really enjoy doing
so! I wanted to share this picture
because for me putting on a new
wig each day is empowering and
allows me to be confident.
Growing up with alopecia I use
wigs more so to hide myself and I
was always told changing my hair
would make me seem less
professional or reliable. I still wear
the wigs I want to and I’ve
managed to finish my bachelors
degree, dive into professional
work, and excel in my masters program while doing so. I no longer feel as though I have to
sacrifice my success for self expression.
Imani’s Hot Plate

This photo was taken the first night my boyfriend and I used the hotpot I bought him for
Valentine’s Day. I love cooking with him and especially on “hotpot Saturdays”. Cooking is an
activity that allows us to reconnect, talk about our days, and work together. When he and I are
cooking together I feel happy and at peace. Graduate school has been extremely stressful, but
having these moments with one of my biggest supporters has kept me grounded.
Imani’s Desk
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This is my desk in my office at the
Division of Diversity, Equity, and
Inclusion. I have worked here for
most of my college career and this
year I started as a graduate
assistant. I don’t think my
academic experience would have
been the same if I hadn’t started
working with the Division. They
have empowered me to continue
my education, advocate for myself,
and to become a better person. I
feel so honored to have had this
experience. I have learned so much
about myself as a person and as a
professional in this office. My
work here has been meaningful and I will always be grateful for the support I’ve received
throughout my academic career.
Monica – Losing my Mentor
Please provide a description of the photo:
This is a photo of my late mentor, Dr. Jacque
Gibbons, and I the last time we saw each
other in person in 2021.
Where were you when this photo was
taken?:
We were standing on the patio of Radina’s
Bakehouse in Manhattan, KS
How did you feel when taking this photo?:
This is a photo I already had. As I look at it
again, it makes me grateful and tearful. I am
grateful because I learned from losing other
people close to me, especially my auntie
Allie, that it was always best to take the photos while we have the chance. I am very grateful that
I have this photo of Dr. Gibbons and I, because less than one year after taking this photo, Dr.
Gibbons passed away. He passed away only a few weeks ago and thinking about it and seeing his
face makes me very tearful.
Why do you want to share this photo?:
I shared this photo because Dr. Gibbons was my mentor for the entirety of my academic and
professional career. He was the role model that shaped me into the social
worker/researcher/person that I am today. Losing him sent me on a downward spiral and a
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depression that I am still trying to climb out of. I think about him everyday and shed tears
everyday. After he passed away, I postponed my dissertation proposal defense because I was
unable to think clearly enough to complete my document.
What's the real story or meaning behind this photo?
Dr. Gibbons was my true mentor, role model and friend. We met every week either in person or
virtually all they way until he was admitted into the hospital where he eventually passed away.
Seeing him and taking this photo in 2021 was risky since his immune system was compromised
and it was during the global covid-19 pandemic. We both made an effort to show up for each
other and to ensure we had this picture to show for it. When his wife, Dr. Harper, let me know he
was in the hospital and would not make it to our meeting, I was very scared, and tears ran down
my face. The next day I sent this photo when I text her to check on him and she told me they
were smiling while looking at it together. Sometimes I look at it and cry and sometimes I look at
it and cry. Depends on the day.
How does this relate to your life, the lives of people in this community, or both?
As a first-generation college student, it was hard to navigate through the complexities of higher
education, and when things were unfair, Dr. Gibbons stood up for me as a mentor and ally. Our
community needs more allies and mentors that will put their necks out for us, see our value and
take action to make sure we are recognized and protected. Dr. Gibbons was one of the most
influential people in my life because he acknowledged the wrongs of higher education and
society in general and he was working hard to help even the playing field for me. His absence is
affecting me and my academic work immensely.
Consent was given from the Mrs. Gibbons to use this photo.
Monica – Losing my Auntie Lessie “Allie”
Please provide a description of the photo:
This is a photo of my late auntie Lessie "Allie" and I
when I was about 6 or 7 years old, on Easter Sunday.
Where were you when this photo was taken?:
My parents brought me to my Auntie Allie's house, in
Kansas City, on Easter Sunday so she could see my
dress
How did you feel when taking this photo?:
This is a photo I already had and I actually did not
know I had it until I was moving into my apartment in
West Virginia in 2018. As I look at it again, it makes
me happy and sad. I am happy because it reminds me
of how much my auntie loved me but it makes me sad
because though I knows she knew I loved her, I don't
know if she knew how deeply I loved her. I miss her
deeply and it is so hard for me to accept that she is not
here on earth.
Why do you want to share this photo?:
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I shared this photo because my auntie Allie was my favorite auntie and I’d like to think I was her
favorite niece. She was loving, caring and encouraging during my entire life. She supported me
during all of my academic endeavors and losing her really shook me and changed my life.
Losing her had a deep effect on the remainder of my academic career.
What's the real story or meaning behind this photo?
My auntie Allie died when I was in pursuit of my 2nd bachelor’s degree at Kansas State
University. Though I was only 1.5 hours from home (Kansas City), I saw her less due to me
being away for school. The year she died, 2016, I wanted to take a picture with her when she was
in moderately good health, but I hesitated to ask her and figured I would get one at another time.
I saw her on Thanksgiving 2016 and she was very ill and was only released from her skilled
nursing facility to spend time with family and then she had to be brought right back to the
facility. She had lots of tubes around her and was on oxygen, so I did not want to take a picture
with her when she was so sick, I didn’t even ask because it felt selfish. I came back to KC to see
her, but when I got to the facility, they said they had no one by that name on their roster, I was
heart broken and left in tears wondering where she could be, but I had to go back to KSU. I
finished my finals and right before I came home for Christmas 2016, I was in the car with my
roommate right after we signed our new lease, and I got the call that she had passed away. I was
flooded with regret for not seeing her more, for not searching for her harder after she wasn’t at
the facility and for not getting a picture with her to keep. I couldn’t believe I did not have at least
1 picture with just the two of us in my whole lifetime. 2 years later, in 2018, I moved to West
Virginia for my Ph.D. program on her birthday. After I found a place, I went back to KC and
drove the rest of my stuff to WV and as I was moving my stuff in, this photo fell on the ground
from a random box and when I picked it up, I broke down in the parking lot crying. I was so glad
that I finally was able to have a photo of her and I that I could keep, and it came at a time when I
felt so isolated and far from home. She was my comfort when times were bad and my celebrating
partner when times were good. Though it wasn’t in person, she was with me on my doctoral
journey in spirit.
How does this relate to your life, the lives of people in this community, or both?
This relates to my life by symbolizing that the people that are the most impactful may not be who
the outside world deems as “closest” to us. Jobs and schools only give grievance time to those
who have lost a spouse, parent, grandparent or child, and it is minimal. Losing my auntie Allie to
the wind out of my lung that gets take away every time I talk about her. I feel like “aunties” are
vital to the culture and influence how we are raised if we are blessed to have them. I try to be like
my auntie Allie to my nieces and nephew and I am the first extension of their community outside
of their parents and siblings. I don’t take it likely and it is an honor to be and auntie and have
aunties.
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Janet’s Crocs
I was in class when I took this picture of my crocs. Crocs
were my sister’s favorite shoes to wear. She had over 16 pairs
and I have about 15. We both wore them all the time and after
she passed I took some of hers and wore them in her honor. I
also have her anklet, which is also in this photo. I just felt like
in class , she was there with me and gave me motivation to
keep going and be myself. I express myself a lot by the
clothes and accessories I wear and being here at a PWI it can
sometimes be overwhelming with the amount of stares and
looks I get. But then I just remember that I’m a Black Woman
and nobody does it like us! We are the blueprint and they’re
gonna stare in admiration.
Janet’s Hair
In this picture I was at my home in [hometown] with my
friends. It was one of the last days before I left to go back to
campus. I was a little scared to go back with just losing my
sister, I wasn’t sure if I was mentally ready to do schoolwork
but I convinced myself that I was ready. These braids symbolize
a lot for me. I went with red because that was the color of my
sister's hair. I remember getting back on campus and having so
many compliments on my hair and I felt good about the
semester. The semester was hard for me because I was taking 17
credits and my mental health was a mess. That’s when I started
to meditate and really take a look within myself and start to
work on my personal
development. I am now in a
much better place and am
proud of myself for putting
me first.
Janet’s White Board
This is my dry erase board in my room with a picture of my
sister who I lost last summer in the corner.. I got this board in
November towards the end of last semester and my grades
weren’t where I wanted them to be but I was growing and
evolving as a person and this dry erase board was another step
into my journey. I was focusing on myself but also becoming
more involved in school. That’s when I noticed that people do
a lot of talking but their words do not match their actions.
Especially the ones who don’t look like me, they seem to
think they’re better or that I should do more in order to get
where they are, which isn't true. That is when I made the
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decision to become a leader on campus, a leader that people can depend on and one that kept her
word. I immersed myself in learning how to become not only a better person but a better leader. I
did this by reading books, listening to seminars, and writing reminders on my Dry Erase Board!
Best investment yet.
Tiessa’s Graduation Cap

This photo is of my graduation cap from when I
graduated with my B.S in Public Health in 2019. I
grew up with two parents who struggled with
substance use problems and I lived my life running
from the title of “a drug addicts’ daughter”. I wanted to
conceal this part of my identity. It was not until a
major depressive episode stopped my life and told me
“No more running”. Pain demands to be felt. I learned
through therapy that there were other kids like me. The
trauma we endured during our childhoods haunted us
every day, due to the biological changes that were a
consequence of these experiences. I decided to
dedicate my life to studying children like myself and
began conducting research that focuses on children
with mothers with substance use disorder. All my life I
climbed that mountain, the mountain of enduring childhood trauma and running from who I was,
but now I was in the process of moving those mountains. Every ounce of my pain has gone into
the joy of my current success as a budding researcher.
Tiessa’s Holler

As a Black woman many people assume
that I am from the city or the “hood”.
However, I am from “up the holler”. A
holler is a remote, small valley between
mountains, with an overwhelmingly white
population. This has always made me feel
out of place, even though I am proud of
where I am from it is hard for my culture
to be understood. I do not know of any
other Black women from up the holler
who have made it to a doctoral program.
However, coming into academia and
meeting one of my mentors changed my
view and made me more prideful to be
where I was from. She was fascinated and
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interested in my experience as a Black woman from such a rural area. It made me more excited
to express where I was from and to remind individuals that urban does not equal Black and that
country does not mean dumb. I feel I am able to represent many underrepresented groups
because of where I am from which fuels much of my success.
Melissa’s First-Year Orientation
This is a photo of me and my dad right before my
freshman year at WVU. My dad is an alumnus of
WVU and this school is his pride and joy. This
photo shows the pride, joy, and excitement that we
have together about me attending WVU and what
my future awaits in attendance here. I know it meant
a lot to my dad that his only daughter would be
attending his alma mater. But for me, I knew I
wanted to achieve and complete something great
while at school that would make my parents proud,
especially my mom.
Consent was given to use this photo.

Melissa’s On-Campus Job
This is a picture of the [Engineering College]. As a student of
this college, I was able to obtain a job as a student worker.
While working in this position I’ve had to work with several
of the department's staff. It was nice to earn some money in
between classes or on days when I wasn’t busy, but I always
had to deal with a staff member that didn’t treat me with the
best respect. On the days I worked, I would have to report to
a staff member to obtain my duties for the day, but the duties
that they gave me and the tone that they spoke to me in kind
of came across as subtle racism. I was given chores like
cleaning coffee pots, sweeping the floors, taking out the
trash, bringing in a blow dryer to defrost their freezers, etc.
The tasks and jobs that I was assigned while at this job were
quite ridiculous to me as a student worker for an engineering
department. I knew my self-worth and knew I didn’t need to be treated like that the amount I was
being paid. I quit that job.
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Melissa’s Achievement Coin
This is a picture of an academic
achievement coin that I received from
the Statler College of Engineering. I
was able to receive this coin from
making the Dean’s list in the past
several semesters. It means a lot that
I’ve been able to do so well in a white
and male-dominated atmosphere. I’ve
been through a lot already during the
past few years with my mom passing
away in the middle of my sophomore
year. I have no idea how I have made
it this far in my college education but
I’m going to keep on pushing until I
obtain this degree.

Alexis’ Porch Sign
This first photo is the impetus behind me
attending grad school; to advocate for human
rights and for this doctoral degree, I’m wanting to
do that by teaching younger generations. Most
people know me to be the outspoken person who
is a fighter and an activist at heart. Now, I’m
planning to use that activism to encourage and
educate college students.

Alexis’ Support System
These next two photos are my support system.
My parents, family, church friends, and my
besties. I’m a first generation doctoral student and
one of the things that has always been important
to me is to stay connected with my family, no
matter how far I climb. As we say in the country,
I don’t want to get “too big for my britches” or
forget where I came from. If I lose connection to
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my support system, all this work is for naught. If I can’t explain my research to my friends or
family, then I’m doing it wrong because it’s supposed to be for “the masses”, not just those of us
in academia. And most people in my family have college degrees or have a master’s degree so I
don’t want to paint them as ignorant but doctoral-level work is a different beast altogether.
These photos also remind me of the promises I made to myself when I started this degree: that I
wouldn’t lose my faith, my story, or my mental health. The last one has been the hardest to
maintain, especially in the midst of a pandemic and living in a VERY RED and VERY white
state in this national/political climate. But these photos are reminders to not get swallowed up in
this life and that the real treasures are the people I’ve built relationships with outside of
academia.
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Alexis’s Kente Stole
I got this stole and bag when I
graduated with my master’s from
WVU. I thought I would be excited
but I wasn’t. This was also the same
week that I couldn’t get out of bed
for the first time in my life. My
depression was usually pretty high
functioning but it was getting worse.
This was the first time I really
considered taking antidepressants
and I started talking to my therapist
about medication.

Alexis’ Gym Bag
In December of 2018, I was raped by a
guy I had just started dating. In June
of 2019, I went through a really hard
break up. At the same time as the
break up, I was actually coming to
terms with the fact that I’d been raped
6 months earlier. The rest of 2019, I
was in a deep depression. I still went
to work and I still showed up to choir
rehearsal with my church but I was a
zombie. My house was a wreck and I
cried all the time.
When I got to West Virginia for my
doctorate, I met another doc student
who was very verbally and
psychologically abusive. I learned
from my therapist that he had
Narcissistic Personality Disorder. I
had only been in school a month and I
had to report him to the Title IX office
of my institution and his institution. I
also reported him to both of our local
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police departments and I had to change my email address and file myself as confidential through
the university so he couldn’t contact me. I was terrified; I didn’t have any community in West
Virginia and I was 6 hours away from my family. I was also really embarrassed because I hadn’t
been in school five minutes and I felt like I had gotten myself into a mess. Having had parents
who were in domestic violence and rape prevention, I felt like I had failed my “training.” Of
course, I have grown through that and no longer feel like any of the situations were my fault but
it took awhile to get there. I thought maybe this was the sign that I wasn’t supposed to get this
degree and I was ready to pack up my stuff and go home.
For all of these situations, the gym is what saved me. At the beginning of 2020 (before the world
shut down), I started 6a boxing classes, doing pilates, running, and taking yoga classes. I didn’t
know anything about boxing and I’m sure my instructor thought I was crazy because I just
showed up, didn’t know anything about boxing and didn’t care. I tried to learn everything he
taught me and laugh the whole time. I started to feel alive again and like I wasn’t helpless. Like
life wasn’t over.
Here in West Virginia, the gym on campus was closed my first semester so I joined the local
Planet Fitness and everyday I left the gym, I felt stronger. More powerful. It was the only thing
that kept me from losing my mind completely. In addition to dealing with the narcissist and
trying to adjust to being back in school, the political climate was continuing to devolve; the 2020
election and the insurrection had my anxiety levels through the roof and I wasn’t sleeping. So I
used the gym to calm my mind and tire me out so I could sleep at night. I could put on my
headphones and hop on the treadmill and drown out the noise of real life. It was meditation for
me. There wasn’t a horrible political climate while I was at the gym. There wasn’t a crazy man
trying to find me while I was at the gym. I could just work out and listen to my music. He
couldn’t scare me anymore or get to me. He couldn’t keep me from living my life and thriving
here even though I didn’t have community and I didn’t have my family here with me.
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Appendix N – Data Collection Phase Data Analysis Sample
Findings concepts, ideas, and shared experiences from an excerpt of a focus group session
using NVivo.
Focus Group Responses
The wig wall also I’m Like touch the point with me. Even
though I don't personally wear wigs I would die to I want to so
bad, and no one will teach me or help me but. I would love to say
everybody like your hair is long you can't wear what I said first
I’ll leave me alone, I want the wig. But it's just the fact that it
took me a very long time to be comfortable enough to even wear
my hair in styles, other than straightened because I have
naturally big curly hair it wasn't until. Probably my senior year
of college, where I start being comfortable wearing my hair
naturally curly every day and I realized like wow like this, this is
me gives another side of me. And then it's funny because another
picture that resonated with me was the one of the buildings and
was talking about quitting one of the jobs and it's funny because
I were box braids for the first time, my life with some read a
little bit of red and them and I was at an. institution was very
racist, I was probably the first black person somebody people
had ever encountered. Before So when I showed up and I had
box braids a woman who I dealt with a lot of issues with was so
stunned, but I felt so good, because I was able to still stand my
ground because I was like. It doesn't matter what's on top of my
head, they can be long green dreads for all I care you can't take
my success and what's in my brain away from me. And, so now
it just felt so good, to put on a different face of success, like haha
like it isn't what you always wanted it to be it's what I want it to
be too. So that was something my grandfather, who I lost as well,
always told me he he was a lot older and he always would say
white people can take everything but from better education, he
said that they can take anything from they can't take your
education from you to be educated. And so I went and rolled
with that and all those things with the wig wall on that photo just
hit a chord with me.
Yeah I mean, I think I echo a lot of what Tiessa just said um. I
don't think i've ever worn wigs myself partially because, like
Imani mentioned like there's like a stigma around it, one and two,
I think, just have like nobody really my family ever has i've
never been taught how to do it, I personally missed when my hair
was really short. And so, there are some times, where I’m like I
would love to rock a really short wig right now. Like that would
be so cute but so so my one teach me I’m game um, but I think to
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Focus Group Responses
I can't speak to it in terms of like hair, but I think that I have
played a lot with hair over the last couple of years I played with
a lot of like things that were considered to be taboo. In terms of
like what professionalism looks like right like so like you can
see, like I have tattoos that are visible like that just did that a
couple of years ago, because I was like I’m not sure if that's
something that I would feel comfortable with. Last summer and
into part of the fall I had like bright red butterfly locks and so
you know again kind of just like playing with like, how do I feel
showing up in spaces and taking up more space in that way and
so.You know in, and I think i've been natural for. Think My big
chop anniversary passed in in April for 10 years and so just
really figuring out okay what do I like most? Wearing it straight
like this, rocking a fro, twist out like what is it that I really like
so yeah hair is definitely something that resonated with me
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